B.1 Nancie Cavanna Song Score: “Please Don’t Tear down the Towers”
[Handwritten, Special Collections, No. 1388, Box 1, File 3]
7/21/59
M. D. Gould:
Dear Sir:
Thought if we could interest some Publisher in this little “Country Song” it might make some
money for the “Cause.”1
It should be sung with Italian accent—guitar accompaniment—Maybe the gentleman who played
on Jack Linkletter show would do it. Maybe you know of some singer.
I will speak to my Publisher if you are interested.
Sincerely
Nancie Cavanna
4556 Maplewood Ave.
Los Angeles 4. Calif.
P.S. I wrote 6 Towers
that may not be correct number
but you could fill it in correctly. If you are not interested please return music.
Thank you
[Postscript to song in Box 1, File 3. Handwritten on two 3 × 5 slips of paper]
July 24th 59
Mr. Gould
Dear Sir:
Heard the good news the city will not destroy the Towers; so I changed some words of the song I
sent you to fit the news.
Same Enclosed.
Thank you
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Nancie Cavanna
___________________
4th verse the words are:
Now I hear they’ll tear them down etc.
change them to:
Hear they’re going to keep them.
as enclosed with music
also eliminate the opening 4 Bars:
“Please don’t tear down the Towers—”
etc.
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B.2 Campaigns to Save the Watts Towers: Correspondence
[UCLA Library Special Collections, No. 1388]
[Box 1, File 3]
SOME QUOTATIONS FROM LETTERS WRITTEN TO THE COMMITTEE:
I’m sure that you know that they (THE TOWERS) have been the subject of articles in magazines
throughout the world (Vogue, Arts and Architecture, Architectural Review, Domus, and other
European design and art publications, to name a few) as examples of outstanding primitive
architecture.
Ned Jacoby,
advertising art
_____________________
[A]ll members of the Architectural Panel feel most strongly that the Towers are not only
structures of art deserving of appreciation but also tangible symbols of a man’s creative
conviction.
Miv Schaaf,
Chairman of the Architectural Panel
____________________
It would be a pity if the city of Los Angeles could not keep space for this spontaneous work of
art. I understand that you are making every effort to maintain the Towers and keep them in
shape, . . . what you are doing should be publicized so that some practical assistance could be
provided.
Frederick S. Wight,
Director of the Art Galleries
Dickson Art Center, UCLA
_____________________
They (The Towers) are truly a unique example of contemporary art and the people of this area
should all be deeply concerned in seeing that they are kept intact as part of our art heritage.

Gordon J. Holmquist,
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Cole-Holmquist, Inc.
________________________

[Letter to H. L. Manley, Building and Safety Department]
When the 1933 earthquake flattened most of the nearby city of Compton, the Towers stood firm.
They have remained sturdy through floods, quakes, and wind storms since . . . please consider
this letter as a protest to any move toward demolition of this marvelous example of folk art.
Florence H. Thomen,
Citizen, LA
_____________________

[Resolution by Occidental College students]
We, the undersigned, being students of Man and his Creative Genius, and recognizing that the
germ of Aesthetic Achievement deserves preservation, do enact the following resolution:
Resolved That:
The artifacts of Simon Rodilla [sic], popularly called the Watts Towers,
located
at 1765 East 107 Street, Los Angeles 56, ought not to be razed by the
Department of Building and Safety, but should be preserved as a
Municipal Monument.
Signed:
Richard Shire
George Sprott
William Hall III
James Carter
David Fisher
Jerry Kerkmeyer
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____________________
We would like to add our voices to those which have expressed the conviction that the Watts
Towers should be preserved at all costs. These sculptural structures are genuine works of
creative imagination, quite unique in the world of art, and therefore irreplaceable. They are a
great source of inspiration to our community and beyond. In our opinion it is the duty of our
community and its governmental agencies to collaborate in working out a scheme by which this
important expression of the human spirit be made safe for many coming generations to enjoy.
Sr. Magdalen Mary, I.H.M. Chairman
Sr. Mary Corita, I.H.M. Prof[essor] of Art
Dr. Paul M. Laporte, Prof[essor] of Art
Immaculate Heart College, Department of Fine Arts
____________________
I certainly hope that your efforts will be successful in preserving this work. It is certainly a
unique and most noteworthy example of a creative and individual expression of craftsmanship.
Raymond Girvigian,
AIA [American Institute of Architects]
____________________
[Letter to Mayor Norris Poulson]
Please do all you can to help prevent the demolition of this masterpiece of art, Watts Towers, a
unique expression of human creativeness that overcomes shabby environment and make[s] pure
art of the commonest of materials.
It is not a building to be lived in but modern, hollow, decorative “see through” sculpture
preceding Rosenthal’s modern sculpture by thirty years.
T. Marvin Hatley,
Citizen
____________________
I am not adept at intellectualizing their value art-wise but can only say that we feel very strongly
about preserving the Towers.
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. . . the fact that they (The Towers) were conceived and started in the early 20’s is in itself
remarkable and shows that the man was ahead of his time.
Anita (and Phil) Fahs,
Photography for Advertising
___________________
I think the Towers are a most strange, amazing and important manifestation of folk art in our
time of mass production and cultural conformity. They certainly should be preserved.
Louis C. Stoumen,
President, Camera Eye Pictures, Inc.
____________________
These towers are a unique and great manifestation of human energy and skill. They truly
represent folk art in a charming and delightful way. The great interest which artists, art teachers
and students take in this artistic creation is proof of the pleasant impact upon the senses which
this creation makes. Since the towers were created by an Italian workman the preservation of
such work will contribute to Italo-American friendship.
Elmer Belt, MD,
Elmer Belt Urologic Group
____________________
We consider these towers a landmark of creative construction in the Southern California area and
a highly significant work of art. We hope that all efforts will be expended to conserve them for
the enjoyment of residents and visitor alike.
John J. Maguire,
President of Valley Center for Arts
_____________________
Sam (Simon) Rodilla’s monuments express mysterious resonance with the work of the great
Spanish architect Antonio Gaudi whose reputation is now very much in the ascendant. . . . The
saddest imaginable spectacle is that of a community neglecting objects of beauty which are
already in its midst, by accident, as it were. There can be no recourse to the argument of
ignorance, for it has been amply demonstrated by the greatest art authorities in the land that Sam
Rodilla’s monument is a work of art and a valuable one.
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Mrs. Max Ewalt,
Citizen, LA
_____________________
[Telegram sent to Mayor Poulsen, Los Angeles, May 21, 1959]

The International Association of Art Critics, currently meeting on its 11th General Assembly in
New York, consisting of Art Critics not only from the USA but also representatives of Germany,
Canada, Belgium, Brasil, France, the Netherlands, Japan, United Kingdom, Mexico, Jugoslavia,
Switzerland, Israel, Ireland and of the International section—deeply concerned about the
threatened demolition of the Watts Towers in Los Angeles, California, voice the strongest
possible protest against this most regrettable act, which eventually amounts to vandalism—
express the hope that on the contrary, every possible measure will be taken for the preservation
and upkeep of this remarkable structure, a unique combination of sculpture and architecture and
a paramount achievement of twentieth century folk art in the United States. We are confident that
this special appeal to the civic responsibilities and the esthetic pride of the Mayor and citizens of
Los Angeles will have your sympathetic and careful consideration.
James Johnson Seweny,
President
International Association of Art Critics
___________________
DLS

Museum of Modern Art New York, NY

To the Committee for the preservation
of the Towers of Simon Ridilla
87L Larabee
Los Angeles 46 Cal

The MOMA joins institutions and individuals in Los Angeles deeply disturbed by proposed
demolition of Watts Towers. We urge private and public agencies to unite in taking all possible
steps to save these works of great beauty and imagination, which are part of our cultural heritage.
Peter Selz, Curator, Dept. of Painting and Scul[p]ture Exhibitions
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Arthur Drexler, Director, Department of Architecture and Design
____________________
[WTC 41 corrected as per original, Box 1, File 4, Postcard]
June 8, 1959/Ojai, California
Dear Mrs. Steinitz:
The undersigned citizens of Ojai as Representatives of several citizens of this community
are very much concerned with the preservation of the
Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts
and ask you very urgently to approach as secretary of the community the City authorities
concerned.
Sincerely yours
Morbert and Mary Schiller [signature]
Norbert Schiller/Route 1/Ojai/California./
______________________
July 9, 1959
Mrs. Margaret Anderson
7111 Benson Street
Huntington Park, California
Dear Mr. Cartwright and Mr. King:
This is a duplicate of a letter I mailed to the Safety & Building Com.
Quote:
I am just a “Tax Payer” and I would like to voice my opinion of “Rodilla Towers.”
They are beautiful, especially to those of us that know them like I do.
When my children were littler I saw them for the first time. Now my grandchildren have
seen them and every one else that comes to California to visit us. It is a “must” on our tours.
Yes, it is all “for free” and not a gimmick like so many wonders of California that are
promoted by shysters.
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We used to talk to Mr. Rodilla. We asked him if there was an admission. His answer was
always “no.” We saw two of the towers slowly rise.
One time he told us that he hoped it would be possible for visitors to go to the top of the
tallest tower.
As for safety I am sure that they will stand erect longer than some of the “spineless”
people who have nothing else to do but go out and stir up trouble.
As for a hazard for little children. This is private property and because the parents don’t
control their children is no reason to destroy something. If this argument was good many
structures, even telephone poles[,] would have to be destroyed.
Los Angeles and its “City Dads” should be proud of such “Patriotism” that is displayed
by this “little man.”
Most of us take our heritage for granted. We should all be proud of the new owners, who
hope to preserve these unique structures.
This will be done if the Building Inspectors and others, who have nothing else to do, go
about their business and utilize their time in cleaning up other spots in Watts alone.
Sincerely,
Mrs. Margaret Anderson
To you:
I have an article that was published in one of the local newspapers when Mr. Rodia (so
the article addressed him) was 72 yrs. old & was still working on the towers. The article tells of
his aim & his labor. Also he took a trip to Sacramento to obtain a State Bldg. permit to eliminate
all objections to its dangers. The writer also referred to a “Jacob Ladders” which would complete
Mr. Rodia’s dreams.
______________
June 1959
Concerning the WATTS TOWERS:
Dear Sir:
Here in America we have the best symphonic orchestras, some of the largest libraries and
richest museums, yet we fail to realize that art is a creative process. We condemn th[e]
totalitarian governments for destroying individuality, but are we not heading in the same
direction by demanding total conformity to a building code?
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Our laws are founded on the ideal of the greatest good for the greatest number. Funk &
Wagnalls New College Standard Dictionary defines GOOD as “Having qualities adapted to
produce some kind of satisfaction, whether physical, mental, or moral; especially having
qualities pleasant or agreea[b]le.”
Have you visited the Watts Towers?
Sincerely,
Jeanne Bruseaux [signature]
_______________________
[No date]
STATE OF CALIF EMPLOYMENT RELATIONS AGENCY
EDMUND G. GROWN, Governor
DEPT OF INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS
FAIR EMPLOYMENT PR[A]CTICE COMMISSION 620-2610
Olive Graham, Chairman
Elton Brombacher
C L Dellums Chrm
JOHN ANSON FORD
Louis Garcia
Audrey M. Sterling
Dwight R. Zook
Dr. Wilson C. Riles, Director
Compensatory Education,
721 Capitol Mall,
Sacramento, Calif
Dear Wilson:
It is most gratifying to read in Today’s Los Angeles times that a goodly sum has been approved
by the State Board of Education to aid education in “low income areas such as Watts.”
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My letter is prompted by the reference in the news item to your authority to use part of the
construction funds for “experimental educational parks.”
May I earnestly direct your attention to the possibilities of developing a project in connection
with the now famous Watts Towers? The unique distinction of these extraordinary towers has
won world-wide acclaim. Ironically, they were saved from total demolition by city authorities
only because of the sacrificial devotion of private citizens.
A dedicated citizen group now carries on a most commendable art education program, for
children, in the meager Watts Towers quarters which they own, along with the Towers
themselves, free and clear. Could you collaborate with this group?
For many months I have urged this Citizen group (of which I am a member), and all other
pertinent authorities, to establish something significant adjacent to these beautiful spires. They
should be made the most significant community landmark in all of Watts.
Substantial land area around the Towers should be brough[t] into public ownership. Here a
school, or park, a social settlement, or a museum should be established. Indeed the community
need justifies combining all these activities into a Watts project.
May I respectfully suggest that you contact The Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers, 5909
Melrose Avenue, Los Angeles—phone 462-8191. This group is a “going concern” and its
modest program is adequately financed by admission donations and other gifts. Naturally the
group has concern that their hard won beginnings shall not be jeopardized by politicians or
diverted by public control that is insens[i]tive to the dream they are seeking to fulfill.
With kindest personal regards,
Sincerely,
John
John Anson Ford
Copy to the Committee
_______________________
(copy to Cartwright, Levine, Laporte, Steinitz)
P.S. to Jack Levine: Could you xerox x copies for Goldstone, Kan & Goldin?
______________________
Watts Towers Committee

241A W. 220th
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870 Larrabee Apt. 34

Torrance

L.A. 46, Calif.

Art Hassen

Dear Bill:

July 19, 59

I hope I may call you Bill as my first thought of you was of someone whom I would like
to call a friend.
Somehow I have the feeling that my letter about the Dragon painting may have been
misunderstood and that is why I’m writing again; or rather I should say why the Divine Mother
takes up my hand and compels me to write as she compels me to paint; for in truth she does the
painting and I am only the instrument and paint only as a devotion.
I want you to know that as always I sincerely donated the painting to the Watts Towers
Committee and that the letter that followed was not really my idea at all but the result of a strong
suggestions from others.
My interest was only in helping a great artistic movement which can well represent the
way the world may be saved or demolished in a moment. This is no longer a mere fearful
thought but a real threat and will be seen by 1960 as the turning point of a greater civilization or
the beginning of the end of everything. The Dragon subject comes directly from the Divine
Mother’s meditation and represents the current realistic danger to the World and it is she who
painted it as well as over 100 others which have come from my hand in a few months time.
A conception of “The Mother” can be seen at the L.A. County Museum Annual Artists
Exhibition Aug 4, to Sept. 6. It represents the Mother of all the worlds carrying a white child at
her left shoulder representing all the white races, a dark child at her right shoulder representing
all the dark races and a child with outstretched arms coming out of the womb representing the
Christos child in everyone at birth and the new race.
Not having any money I worked in the rear of a nursery at 21507 S. Main where I work at
Bonsai trees to keep going. I used any materials I could get hold of because of no funds and
gradually acquired better ones. Now I work quite a lot in my room which I use as a studio at my
address.
It may be of interest to you to know that the Mother has manifested through me in many
ways as well as painting and I have until recently been active in some of the most excellent stage
roles as actor, and in music as a singer, a flutist, a conductor and some composition as well as
poetry and plays.
My purposes have always been simply to be an instrument of the beautiful arts so you can
see with what true sincerity I gave the painting.
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There will be other paintings of mine at Barnsdall Pk. Aug 14, to 16, and at Long Beach
Museum of Art Aug. 9 to 13, should you have the time and interest.
My sincere best wishes again for success with Watts Towers.
Art Hassen
[This followed a letter dated June 22, 1959, in which terms of use of the painting were stipulated:
that it remained his property, they could use it, it was valued at $1,000 in case they sold it to
raise funds, and 50% should go to him instead of 20%.]
______________________
[Postcard]2
Watts Towers Committee, 870 Larrabee Apt. 34, Los Angeles, Calif.
Dear Sir:

7-8-59

I also am against demolition of the Watts Towers. I think they are beautiful—if primitive.
suppose the leaning Tower of Pisa had been destroyed because it was unsafe[?] Can’t towers be
strengthened?
L. Hayne
______________________
[Letter—copy]
Mayor Poulson
Hon. John Gibson
Editor of the Los Angeles Times
July 5, 1959
Dear Sir:
The Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts should be preserved.
If their construction is such that there is actually a physical hazard, the towers could be
fenced into a safe enclosure.
Funds to acquire sufficient land and for fencing could easily be raised.
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We can well afford to employ all necessary measures to keep our city and community
physically safe. We can likewise afford to keep ourselves intellectually and spiritually safe by
holding a regard for the physical expression of an ideal.
If we should enclose and preserve these towers and they are not art then we have only
wasted money. If they are art and represent basic expression and we destroy them we have done
an irreparable damage.
We respectfully request that no precipitous action be taken until all aspects of the matter
have been studied.
Very truly yours,

Dr. and Mrs. Carl W. Johnson
3780 Wilshire Boulevard
Los Angeles 5

[Box 1 File 4]
[Handwritten letter in red ink from Ray Wisniewsky; WTC - 25]
Wisniewsky
c/o Landa
210 Forsyth
N.Y. 2, N.Y.
June 1, 1959
Dear Kate
I was glad to get your letter. But I was sorry it brings sad news—the threat to Sam’s
towers.
How great a threat is it?
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Only a few weeks before I received (from Wayne Mitchell—be sure to look him up if
you haven’t already enlisted him in your campaign.)* the news that Bill Cartwright bought the
Towers, this was good news.
Now you say they may be destroyed?
My first thought was—impossible. Hadn’t Sam willed them to the State. And then I
recalled how hard it was sometimes to plumb Sam’s meaning. Francesca read your letter over
phone but I am not clear as to who are the threateners? What can be done to appease them? What
can I do?
Sam meant a good deal to me. At first only as a symbol of sorts and then as a person and
a friend. He represented a good deal more to me than I care to go into at the present moment.
What this was, however, I had intended to put into a film.
This was not the film you mention.
But the heart of the film you mention was the film I began . . . at first, alone, then in
collaboration with a friend.
After a certain point we reached an impasse. Through some workings I need not go into
here the film was finished without me. 3
Credit for the film as completed should, of course, go to my friend.
I want to help preserve the towers. My notes and photos of Sam and things gathered up in
preparing the TOWERS film I still have somewhere. If you think digging these up might
somehow help, let me know.
[. . .]
Ray
*ALSO: PETE TETI. Pete came as close to understanding Sam as anyone I knew.
[The rest of the letter regards personal notes to Kate Steinitz about Ray’s work and about Mrs.
Francesca, Taylor Friedman, a dancer who had starred in a black and white film, dancing in the
Towers.]
____________________
3758 Sebren ave, Long Beach 8 Calif
July 13 --59
Dear Sirs and Public
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I saw the Watts Towers when they were fairly new, in the late 1920’es. I don’t remember
the exact amount of development by the year. But it began with the yard and fence, which was
beautiful, and as time went on it grew on people who saw it,
The depression was in full swing, People were drinking in back rooms fear and Anxiety
was everywhere, There was no work to be had, the general neighbourhood was poverty stricken,
and Unhappy.
Out of these surroungs This lone Man needed some thing to do and saw beauty in a piece
of what the average person called junk or nothing He had a dream and put nothing togeather in a
mass of color and creation He not only kept Him self buisy Physically, but Mentally. for us to
[wonder] where He traveled to find this piece of stone, or that sea shell is a challenge to every
One.
He built His house, I lived in the near neighbourhood when the 1932 earth quake shook
banks, buisness property and homes off their foundations for miles around. the house stood
unharmed. only a vandals fire could bring it down, Thos Pacific Electric trains shook every thing
for blocks around when passing, Yet the towers stood as challenge,
The winds have turned over Oil derricks, Trees and other construction has collapsed
before finishing, To My opinion Only a Crank could possiably not appreciate this work of art,
and when Art critics give prizes for the horriable paintings, We see exposed every day, along
with the monstrocity called the headless man at the City Hall payed for by the Public, and pushed
down the tax payers throats. then I sincerelly feel We[’]re slipping if We cant preserve those
towers,
If the Artist who was on Tellevision this morning thinks children of today Is going to
appreciate His paintings 25 years from now, HE has something really coming, a treat that will
really deflate his Ego for sure,
So I say by all means do every thing possiable to keep them For the, Future if for nothing
more than to show that some thing beautiful can come from scraps saved and the unselfish ness
of a poor Man.
Sincerelly, Mrs. Al Skroch . . . LB Calif4
[Ann Skroch, 3758 Sebran Ave., Long Beach 8, Calif.]
_____________________
[WTC - 51]

[LETTERHEAD] The Mosaic Tile Company
829 N. Highland Avenue, Hollywood 38, California
Hollywood 4-8238
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Mosaic
America’s Largest
Manufacturer of
Ceramic Tile

May 21, 1959

Mr. Bill Cartwright
19435 Hemingway
Reseda, California

Dear Mr. Cartwright:
May I extend a helping hand and every wish for success in your fight to save Watts Towers.
They may not exhibit technical precision in the tile setter’s craft but their exuberant joy reveal a
man’s love and pride in his work that is all too rare.
Such soaring courage should stand.

Sincerely,
THE MOSIC TILE COMPANY
[signature]
A. J. McNeil
Territorial Manager
AJM: ww
____________________
[LETTERHEAD]
dione neutra
2300 silverlake boulevard
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los angeles 39 california

Just got back from Europe. Good luck.
Dione Neutra
____________________
[WTC - 59]
Mrs. Deborah O’Reilly
2170 S. Hobart Blvd.
Los Angeles 18 Calif.

May 15 1959
Committee for Simon Rodilla’s Towers in Watts
Care of Nicholas King
870 Larabee [illegible]
Los Angeles 46 Calif
I am in favor of preserving the Towers, Simon Rodilla so patiently and lovingly created
for the delight of all able to recognize beauty. Who but Simon Rodilla, in the twentieth century,
would devote thirty years of effort to be able to see with his earthly eyes what was so clear to his
spiritual vision. Thank you for trying to preserve this unique treasure. God bless and guide your
undertaking.

Yours Faithfully
Deborah O’Reilly
_______________
July 5, 1959
Watts Tower Committee
Dear Sirs,
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OKay! OKay! I don’t think the Watts Towers should be torn down. It’s just like those
unimaginative engineers to want to destroy something that doesn’t fit the engineering books!
Here’s two dollars. it isn’t much, but it’ll help a little
Florence Reid
1048 W. 65 Place
Los Angeles 44 Calif
__________________
The Museum of Modern Art
New York 19
June 9, 1959
Mrs. Kate Steinitz
Librarian
The Elmer Belt Library of Vinciana
[illegible] Wilshire Boulevard
Los Angeles 57, California

Dear Kate,
This has to be in a great hurry but I do want to thank you for the clippings and your letter.
I was glad to do what I could two weeks ago and hope that the telegrams may have helped. You
asked for the full text of our telegrams, which I am enclosing.
What a strange person Rodia must be not to care any more. What a story it would make!
[. . .]
As ever,
Love,

Peter Selz
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Curator
__________________
[Postcard]
Please don’t tear down WATTS TOWERS!
1. Demolish the tattered houses that surround it.
2. Make a Park with a serene approach to this work of art.
3. Name it Rodilla Park—& dedicate it to those who believe in art expression of the individual—
with materials that are within reach of all.
Salli Terri, 705 No. Poinsettia

[Box 1, File 5]

[Letter]

July 7, 1959

Mayor Poulson
City Hall
200 No. Spring St.
Los Angeles, Calif.

Re: Watts Towers

Dear Mayor Poulson:
San Francisco has its Cable Cars and Los Angeles has its Watts Towers.
The work of Simon Rodilla is such a powerful, sincere expression that it communicates this
message to the more sensitive members of our community.
To tear these towers down would be like taking a flower proffered as a gift and stepping on it.
Very truly yours,

Robert H. and Catherine Carter
(Copy of letter sent to Mayor Poulson)
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_____________________
[Letter—copy]
July 22, 1959
1112 N. Flores St.,
Los Angeles 46,
California
To His Honor, the Mayor of Los Angeles, Norris Poulson
Dear Sir: I have seen the Watts Towers several times over the years—as a child from the
windows of “the big red cars” en route to downtown Los Angeles; as a teen-ager en route to the
beach, and now as a visitor. It has always been a wonderful sight and a delightful experience,
more so now than ever before. On this last visit, I talked to people from all over the city and from
several states—New York, Missouri and Washington. It was most enjoyable; and one felt
humble before this unique achievement and gratitude to a way of life that enabled the Towers to
rise. Please aid the people of Watts to keep the Towers for the pleasure of all of us.
Sincerely,
Mrs. T. J. Buchanan
__________________
[Letter—copy]
July 13, 1959
Mayor Poulson,
This man—Italian American man—who built his towers in Watts—did something each
day with his hands and his life and kept his heart pure by it, because he tried to express beauty.—
God helped him. Because beauty is there and his prayer was answered—the prayer he prayed
each day with the bit he did in the name of beauty as he saw it. Beauty as a pure child’s heart
sees it in the sun through broken glass or the color of a bit of simple work & the strength of life
in us that lets us work and breathe.
And when we spend our life—like that, it leaves something. It left contrast in Watts. It
will bring the eyes of the world to the slums of America. Who wants to hide that? Who hides
head lice?
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That sweet soul no doubt suffered at the mercy of ignorance and lower class faults the
same as I did as a child in Watts. I graduated from Watts grammar school in 1923 oppressed and
unhappy. To get away from Watts in 1929 was like crawling out of a cave and all these years
since I never ventured back there until today.
The streets still hold that oppressive feeling, yet I looked up into that group of towers
from those tracks with dust & tin cans at my feet and my soul could fly to clean beauty like
clouds hold.
Please let us keep looking at these towers, or painting or photographing them. I’d go
there again.
I’d compare the little retreat of those benches beneath them to the hospital beds of Albert
Schweitzer.
Sincerely,
Mrs. V. J. Michael, 6539 El Selinda Ave., Bell Gardens Calif.
_______________________
[Letter—copy]
“Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts”

July 16, 1959

870 Larrabee, #34
Box 592
Los Angeles 46. Calif.
Glendon, Calif.
(as sent to):
The Mayor of Los Angeles
Los Angeles, California
Subject: SIMON RODIA’S TOWERS IN WATTS/at 1765 East 107th Street
Sir: Aestheticians still dispute whether a work of art exists when still in the conceptual stage—
not yet executed. Opinion varies too concerning the distinction between art and that which is not.
One thing seems unassailable: a work of art is that which is original in concept, executed by
whatever means and in whatever materials so long as they are appropriate to the concept
(whether the artist be formally trained or intuitively guided), and perhaps most importantly a
work of art is capable of moving, elevating, stimulating, even instructing its viewers.
22	
  
	
  

Simon Rodia had a concept; he executed it skillfully, soundly, perhaps intuitively: the
result of his effort, the Towers, are an uplifting visual and spiritual experience. In character and
sweep, they suggest the towers of famous European cathedrals, of magnificent tower-like
structures to be found in the East—Siam, Burma, India; even the Eiffel Tower. Can one imagine
the purposeful destruction of any of these without a sense of genuine horror, as at a heinous
crime against the spirit of Man? Rodia’s Towers are nameless,5 not dedicated to a religious or
social cause as are these others; rather they have a larger dedication to the far-seeing and deepseeing, courageous and undaunted quality possessed by all pioneers in every realm of human
endeavor.
Consider the dismay felt universally, for centuries now, when one, anyone, wonders
about the now-lost, ancient man-made wonders of the world: as the Colossus at Rhodes, the
Temple of Zeus, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, etc., and how relieved we are to know the
good condition of the Parthenon, the Taj Mahal, of Angkor Wat and others. These all are
moments of past men for future man to wonder at, to be stimulated by, and to argue the positive
value of Man’s furious and wonderful struggle through past ages for the improvement and
betterment of his kind.
Poor Simon Rodia! Had there been a cause—social, political or religious—behind him, it
seems the Towers would be sacrosanct. But Rodia worked alone; neither asking aid nor
sanction—simply moved by a grand image, and by I’m sure a comfortable conviction that his
offering would be received gratefully and generously, as it was presented by him to the world.
Consider . . . and please, DON’T destroy them.
Randall F. Sadler [signature]
Gloria B. Sadler [signature]
Randall and Gloria Sadler
_____________
[Copy of handwritten letter]
Mayor Poulson
c/o City Hall, L.A.
Dear Mayor,
We citizens of Watts would deeply appreciate your influence in helping us to save our
landmark, the Rodilla Towers. Through the years when Simon Rodia was building them, many
of us enjoyed occasional visits with him to watch his progress and admire his art. We would
grieve to lose it and believe that other art-loving people of the world would share our grief.
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So we ask, if they are dangerous (and we can’t believe they are), couldn’t they be made
safe and their beauty preserved?
Respectfully,
The citizens of Watts between 103rd and 107th Sts.
by Mrs. Fay Craddock,
10514 Hickory St.
______________
[Letter—copy]
[LETTERHEAD] USC—Univ. of So. California

The Honorable Norris A. Poulsen
Mayor of the City of Los Angeles
Los Angeles 12 California

June 22, 1959
re: Watts Towers

Dear Mayor Poulsen:
As a university professor in art history, as a former monument officer of the office of
Military Government of the United States in Germany, and as a citizen of Los Angeles, I am
taking the liberty of writing to you to express my earnest hope that the proposed destruction of
the Watts Towers be indefinitely postponed and ultimately prohibited.
The Towers are admired and better known across the nation and in Europe than in our
own community. It is almost inconceivable to the art world that these subtly beautiful unique and
joyous forms may be lost. The city would certainly receive national criticism and would be
subject to ridicule and lasting embarrassment in the future for such a stupid act of art destruction.
I express the hope of thousands of art lovers here and elsewhere that you and your
administrative officers will exercise the right of restraining influence in order that art works of
this high merit are protected. It would indeed be regrettable of willful condemning and
elimination of art property has the authorisation of th[e] city government.
Very respectfully yours
[signature]
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Edward Peck, professor of Fine Arts [USC]
_________________
[WTC—42, Postcard]
510 West Tenth Street, Claremont, California
Dear Mr. Cartwright—
Some allies are so dumb you should have them as enemies. I sent a letter to Mayor Bowron.
However, maybe it will just go to him and no harm done.
I am sending in this mail a properly addressed letter to Mayor Poulson.
With best wishes,
Frances Power Weismiller [signature]
___________________
[Carbon copy]
Dear Mayor Poulson:
It has been said the Simon Rodia Towers are dangerous, and a “pile of junk”. But then “beauty is
in the eyes of the beholder”, and it is just fate that the eyes of some beholders are those of men
with authority to tear down these towers. The following are excerpts by Oscar Wilde from the
preface of “The Picture of Dorian Gray”.
“Those who find ugly meanings in beautiful things are corrupt without being charming. This is a
fault . . . The moral life of man forms part of the subject-manner of the artist, but the morality of
art consists in the perfect use of an imperfect medium. No artist desires to prove anything . . . No
artist is ever morbid. The artist can express everything . . . It is the spectator, and not life, that art
really mirrors.”
“Diversity of opinion about a work of art shows that the work is new, complex, and vital. When
critics disagree the artist is in accord with himself. We can forgive a man for making a useful
thing as long as he does not admire it. The only excuse for making a useless thing is that one
admires it intensely. All art is quite useless.”
And now for some words of my own. I don’t paint, don’t even buy paintings, I don’t patronize
the opera or ballet. I am in every respect “just a plain housewife and mother” (quite happy with
my lot), not at all the artist type.
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I suppose the towers do look dangerous—so does the one in Pisa—and it hasn’t gone anyplace
for over 600 years. Knives, matches, ammonia, plastic bags, are all dangerous, yet found in every
home, often within the reach of children. Freeways are dangerous, and the ocean is quite
treacherous, and look how we put up with smog. If the towers are just a “pile of junk”, then the
ocean to some people must be a “big ditch filled with dirty water”. Certainly the pyramids are
just a heap of rubble.
Why do men never appreciate the products of their own times? Just like Oscar Wilde—after he
was disgraced, dead and buried then he was acclaimed a genius. And he shared this fate with
numerous artists, musicians, and writers. Please do what you can to see that Simon Rodia does
not join this very select group.
Yours truly,

(Mrs. B. Weiss)
6427 W. 82nd St.
Los Angeles 45, Calif.
____________________
[Letter—copy]
11704 Claychester drive
St. Louis 31, Missouri
Mayor Poulson
City Hall
Los Angeles, California
Subject: Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts
Dear Sir:
It is always a tragedy when a fine work of art is lost to the world; but when the loss is the
result of a willful act of destruction, it takes on the aspects of a crime.
With a realization of the far-reaching spiritual message of these monuments, it is to be
hoped that those responsible for the fate of the Towers can find a way to preserve this unique
expression of man’s tremendous Faith, Hope, and Love!
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Sincerely,

Mrs. F. C. Wellington
______________
June 14, 1959
Mr. John Gibson
Councilman
16th District
200 N. Spring Street
Los Angeles, California
Reference: Watts Towers; Disposition of
Dear Mr. Gibson,
The man who had the guts and persistance [sic] to follow his tower-building ambitions
probably through much ridicule can well be compared to the fathers of these great United States.
All had ambitions to the limits of their ability and then extrapolated those ambitions even further.
Both project[s] were carried to completion. This alone would make the towers a gem of
accomplishment in this day of unrest and indecision and indeed moreso as a product of one man.
So, I add my support, unqualified as it may be, to the cause; “Save The Towers”. This
must be done somehow! Surely this great city of learned men; Electronic, Civil, Structural
Engineers, Business men and just plain people who build bridges, shoot missiles, ward off
floods, can resolve a solution to this problem.
As for COST: As a taxpayer in this great city, I give my approval for expenditure of city
tax funds to defray any expenses that may be incurred to accomplish the saving of the towers, a
symbol of the accomplishments of the individual alone against all odds.
Two stipulations:
1. The Towers must not be commercialized for someone’s personal gain.
2. The Towers must be made available to all who wish to view them.
A suggested solution:
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Should the Towers be proved unsafe or if there is a reasonable doubt as such than an area
of land around the towers should be acquired and maintained as a[n] ISOLATION AREA.
People can observe from a distance. NOTE: Beats the Chavez Ravine deal all the way. At least
everyone ben[e]fits! Perhaps the Dodgers would foot the bill for the tower conservation.
Yours Very Truly,
[signature]
Raymond A. Giandomenico
800 E. Santa Ynez St.
San Gabriel, California
Atlantic 6-8848

[Box 1, File 6]
Honorable John Gibson
Dear Councilman,
If you feel it expedient to use your influence in helping us to save our Rodilla Towers, we
citizens of Watts would be very grateful to you.
Through the years many of us old-timers watched Simon Rodia build them and enjoyed
occasional evenings there admiring the play of light on his marvelous mosaics.
Since, as a group in the lower income brackets, we have too few works of beauty in our
midst, we would sorely miss this wonderful work of genius if it is taken from us.
Our thanks for any assistance you can give us.
The residents of Watts
between 103rd & 107th Sts.
by Mrs. Fay Craddock6
10514 Hickory St.
Los Angeles 2
__________
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June 29, 1959
Dear Councilman Gibson:
We, the citizens that make up the big melting-pot known as Watts, are for the first time to
my knowledge in twenty years confronted with a problem that has welded our interests closer
together than ever before. Our Watts Towers, our very own working-class folk-art, has been
condemned by the city while never making an effort to preserve them in a park. It’s little we
have out here to lure, entice and command attention; it’s precious bit we have out here to lift up
our spirits; we may assume that the squalor, misery and ignorance about him bored Simon Rodia
and to build and climb upward and outward among the spirits of his towers presented to him a
novel solution for the overly crowded, heterogeneous group of peoples.
The very fact that Simon Rodia picked up the “crumbs, scraps and leavings” from the
rich people’s tables, so to say, for his interweaving of them together into a lasting monument to
himself and the community in itself endears the artist and his work not only to the neighbors
[that] we know knew him but his art has called out attention from across the waters from such art
centers as London, Paris, Italy, New York, Hollywood and scores of other places.
All of us, in growing numbers day to day, are aroused very much if to lose the Towers
that quite fittingly stand along the oldest trails between the harbors and the city of Los Angeles,
once a little Pueblo; these towers beckon encouragingly to the care-worn, tired and weary
workers plodding their way to and from work day to day, visible for blocks around the downtown-area of Watts; they signal to the people for an up-lift in this ghetto, more art and artistic
expression from the people.
We urge you, our councilman, to do what you can to aid us to keep and preserve our
Watts Towers. We and the writer remain Sincerely
Carrie B. Fitch
__________
[LETTERHEAD]

Eckbo, Dean and Williams
Landscape Architects—Planning Consultants
Los Angeles—San Francisco—Seattle
1414 Fair Oaks Avenue—South Pasadena
Telephone Ryan 1-1141

July 7, 1959
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The Honorable Norris Poulson, Mayor
City of Los Angeles
City Hall
Los Angeles 12, Calif

Dear Mr. Poulson:
Please allow me to add my voice to the campaign for the preservation of the Watts Towers.
These are a unique and vital expression of the creative spirit of man and I feel that it would be a
crime to destroy them. The Building Department’s determination to do so is difficult to
understand after the Towers have been in existence for so many years. I feel quite sure that any
weakening from weather or vandalism can be repaired. If the Building Department just doesn’t
like the Towers, why don’t they say so instead of rationalizing? Any hazard to the neighborhood
children can certainly be eliminated by the new owners. This is the first time I have heard any
great outcry over the safety of the children of Watts.
Very truly yours,

Garrett Eckbo
GE: hm
____________________
1544 Mary Avenue
Sunnyvale, California
15 July 1959
The Honorable Norris Poulson
Mayor of Los Angeles
Los Angeles, California
My dear Mayor Poulson:
I read with alarm at your city’s proposed demolition of the amazing Watts Towers. Please
do what you can to stop it.
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We visited the Towers and found this uniquely inspirational monument worthy of a city
with the biggest, the best, and the greatest things on earth. San Francisco has its Emperor Norton
and its cable cars but Los Angeles has the Towers and Disneyland. What one man did with
imagination and money another man did with imagination and guts.
The Towers are now internationally known. We are a country that symbolizes recognition
of human endeavor. Don’t let us destroy this magnificent example of a humble/simple man’s
poetic expression.
Sincerely yours,
Margo Harvey
(Harveys, 1544 Mary Ave., Sunnyvale, Calif.)
_________________
The Honorable Norris Poulson, Mayor
200 N. Spring Street
Los Angeles, California

July 7, 1959

Dear Mayor Poulson,
The towers of Simon Rodia are the manifestation of man’s unceasing quest for individual
expression; they must not be destroyed. To destroy them would remove Los Angeles from the
“big time” and once more relegate her to “country cousin” status. It is not enough for Los
Angeles to grow demographically, she must also grow in municipal sophistication.
Sincerely yours,

Irving D. Shapiro
IDS: ss
_____________
Long Beach, Calif.
June 29, 1959
John Gibson
Councilman Dist. 16
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200 No. Spring St.
Los Angeles, Calif.
Dear Sir:
We were at the Watts Towers, yesterday to take movies and pix of the towers and as we wanted a
great many shots we were there some time. Here are a few of the comments overheard:
“if the city thinks these things are unsafe, they could easily brace them, open them to the public
and charge an admission fee”
a construction engineer, “the spoke construction used in these towers, are good workmanship. If
under stren[u]ous circumstances they did fall, they would simply collapse—not fall to one side
nor the other. In my opinion, they will never fall.”
“Some city official has his eye on this piece of property.”
“The city is griped because the property as it is now, does not bring in enough tax money. They
probably want to tear down the towers, and build houses, so they can assess at a higher rate”.
A minister, “apparently people appreciate these towers. It is noteworthy that no vandalism has
been committed”.
In my own opinion, it would seem that the first opinion noted has merit. From the crowds of
people around the premises, the general opinion was that they definitely should not be destroyed.
Another person commented “every time you look at these from another angle, you see another
facet of beauty”.
Personally, I would like to see them preserved.
Very truly yours,
cc Watts Tower Com.

[Ada M. Young, 257 E. Market St., Long Beach 5,
Calif., Garfield 3-4709]

[Box 1, File 7]
[Second letter from Shapiro]
Mr. H. L. Manley
Building and Safety Dept.
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200 N. Spring Street
Los Angeles, California
July 7, 1959
Dear Mr. Manley:
Please do not consider this letter as merely an added increment to the public protest raised to date
in reaction to plans for the demolition of Simon Rodia’s towers; it is not so intended. Rather, it is
intended as a sincere plea for recognition of one of the most significant human achievements of
our time.
To destroy the Towers wou[l]d be to establish a policy of complete public indifference to the
aspirations and goals of the individual in our society.
If, in your well-qualified opinion, the Towers are structurally unsound, then they must be
strengthened and not destroyed. One does not discard a Mona Lisa merely because the frame has
been sprung.
Sincerely yours,
Irving D. Shapiro
IDS: ss
[Return address on envelope: Irving D. Shapiro, AIA, Architect and Urban Land Economist, 447
S. Robertson Blvd., Beverly Hills, California]
__________________

[LETTERHEAD] University of Southern California, University Park, Los Angeles 7, California

Board of Building and Safety Commissioners
City Hall
Los Angeles 12, California

July 1, 1959

Dear Sirs:
I am a lecturer at the University of Southern California with the task of instilling an appreciation
of art into hundreds of students each semester. Undoubtedly the most difficult part of my duties
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is attempting to answer one question, “What’s wrong with Los Angeles?” The disturbing aspect
of this question is that art is really only part of the issue, and that these young people arrive at the
university already doubting their own community.
It must be admitted that our record in the field of art is far from glorious: the tragic loss of such
major collections from our area as the Arensbergs’ and the Robinsons’; the sad display of
municipal responsibility or irr[e]sponsibility over the sculpture on the Police Building; a museum
which cannot hope to keep up with our swelling importance as a community; and a hundred and
one other bickerings and publicity stunts which label us as provincial in the eyes of other urban
centers. Two years ago while being guided through a New York bank, I asked the tour-leader
about public reaction to the display of paintings and sculptures owned by the bank.
Unfortunately I had said that I was from Los Angele and the whole group loudly gave me to
understand that only an Angeleno could be uncivilized and uncultured enough to even ask such a
question.
Now we are facing an incredible situation—the destruction of a major work of art by our own
city government.
We are a very young city and our local art heritage is understandably small but within the
decades of our history we have produced practically no art works of major stature. Perhaps the
only building in Los Angeles County which has historical significance is Frank Lloyd Wright’s
Hollyhock House, and in painting and sculpture we have produced even less. However, by one of
those strange quirks which confound philosophers and historians we have been given a priceless
treasure, the Watts Towers.
I have given slide lecturers both locally and in other parts of the country on these towers, created
by a naive and untutored man with an infallible sense of color and design, and I have yet to
discover a single person who has doubted either the beauty of the work or its importance as a
major work of art.
In a metropolis which we all feel, and not entirely chauvinistically, will eventually be the major
city in the word, we should be treasuring our heritage, not destroying it. Such destruction cannot
be undone. It is final, but you and I will have to answer to future generations.
If the towers are destroyed I ask only one thing of you. Tell me what to reply when my students
ask, “What is wrong with Los Angeles?”
Sincerely,
[signature]
Delmore E. Scott
____________
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[Box 1, File 8]
[Postcard]
Marie Brown, 5030 Gardenia, Long Beach, 7, California
Dear Jack Linkletter
Your program is most interesting and educational. We need it on T.V. Hope it stays a
long time.
Please tell me the location of the art “monstrosity” or towers built by the Italian Artist
you told about on your Program Mon. July 13. Would love to visit it with my son.
It would be nice for your Program to get us acqua[i]nted with interesting spots to visit in
L.A. vicin[i]ty. How about that mansion somewhere with many rooms & hundreds of doors that
lead nowhere. Would like to know where this is.
Sincerely, Marie Brown
__________________
[Postcard]
Congratulations on your excellent presentation of the program about the Tower on July 13th.
Let’s fight to keep such a beautiful and interesting work. Bouquets for the guitar music.
Mrs. Lee C. Sage
[illegible: Avries?] Farm
Route 5
Fayetteville, Arkansas
___________________
[LETTERHEAD] Mr. and Mrs. William P. Ellis
July 13, 1959
Dear Jack,
I saw your program on the Watts Towers today and felt that I had to write and add my
plea that they be preserved.
I lived in Long Beach, Calif. until 1957 and, on two or three occasions, rode the P.E.
[Pacific Electric] train to Los Angeles. When the train went past Watts, the Towers were visible
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from a distance. I never knew what they were but I always thought they were very beautiful.
since I have found out all about them and seen them closer, I am amazed and thrilled! How can
anyone doubt that they are a work of art? Of course they are! They are art in the same way that
the Pyramids, the Sphinx, the Leaning Tower of Pisa, the Taj Mahal, and many other great
architectural works of art are. I feel that the Watts Towers are something that the whole country
can, and should, be proud of. I know very little about art, but it seems that this country shows
very little of creativity and originality in art. The Towers are primitive, perhaps, but much of
great art is primitive because education in art is suffocating at times. One loses one’s originality
and freedom of ideas when taught art. Consequently, most American art conforms to a pattern
and this is not good. No art student would have thought to do something as original as the Watts
Towers. I could go on and on, but what it comes down to is, I would hate to see the Towers
demolished.
In the course of your interviews, it seemed embarrassingly obvious that those who called
the Towers junk, had no appreciation of art in any form. Oddly enough, it was most obvious in
the young man who called himself an artist, with the meaningless painting. At least the man who
made the Towers had sincerity in his heart.
If, in truth, the Towers are dangerous, and I can be no judge of that, surely someone can
find a way to preserve them anyway. Couldn’t someone find a transparent, sprayable fix[a]tive
that could be applied to strengthen them? Surely there exists such a product.
I would like to donate a few dollars to a Preservation Fund for the Watts Towers if
someone could let me know where to send it and who to make the check out to. Please don’t let
them be destroyed.
Sincerely,
Mrs. William P. Ellis
914 East First St.
Duluth 5, Minnesota
P.S. Jack, I love your new program. I wish you continued success!
____________
[Postcard]

Nancy M. Henderson, Route 9, Topeka, Kansas
July 13-59
Topeka, Kan, R. 9

Dear sir:
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Surely do like your program On the Go each morning. wouldn’t miss it. This is the type
of program I like best. Interviewing real people.
was interested in the problem presented today. I feel that the piece of work which was
one man’s work of 33 years should be preserved. They can put a fence around it after all if they
are going to do away with things which might be a hazard to people they can start with the motor
car which kills so many people. I thought the towers beautiful. I’d read about it also in our paper.
Thank you for letting us see it on T.V.
Sincerely,
Nancy Henderson
__________
[Letter]
Dear Jack,

July 12, 1959

You’re doing a terrific job on your daily visit with interesting people & places, and I am
very disappointed if I ever have to miss spending a half hr. with you—which needless to say
seems like 5 minutes.
Have been anxious to tell you of my appreciation ever since your 1st day, but it took your
visit to the work of art, dedication, and love of humanity in God’s Eternal Love, created by
Simon Rodea [sic], in his towers of materials taken from the lives of so many individuals, living
and working & loving in—only God knows how many places & generations. To me it is a
Memorial to so many people it would mean destroying a memory of maybe my mother who may
have used a cup a part of which was preserved in his creation or a bit of cement that was mixed
by your great great uncle which might have been used to build a road & broken up & thrown
aside to be rescued by Simon & used to hold another bit taken from the discarded refuge from
our past lives of relatives & friends.
Please let us preserve the towers.
Lovingly yours in Christ,
(Mrs. John Laughlin), Martha Laughlin
__________
[Postcard]
Dear Jack Linkletter,

July 13, 1959
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I’m twelve years old. I watch your show all the time. I was watching your show on July
13, I think the towers that were shown. I don’t think the towers should be destructed they are
beautiful works of art. I appreciate that kind of art.
Ellen Kauffman
928 Irwin Rd.
Huntingdon Valley,
Penna.
______________
[Postcard]
[Return address: Mrs. Olaf Lerdal, Mtd. Rte, Box 515, Two Harbors, Minnesota]
Dear Jack—
Like your show very much! Don’t Don’t let them tear down that—“Castle of Dreams,” or call it
“Cathedral of the Winds.” It really is artistic—built from scraps & nothing—truly a work of art.
yours truly,
Mrs. Olaf Lerdal
Two Harbors, Minn.
_______________
[Letter and Poem]
10547 Evangeline Way
Dallas, Texas
July 14, 1959
“ON THE GO”
CBS Television
Hollywood, Cal.
Re: Monday, July 13—The Towers
Gentlemen:
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For some time I have suspected that building inspectors are a sorry lot; however, now my
suspicions have become a certainty, and even more. Where in the Hell did Los Angeles dig up
this Cotton Mather of Crenshaw Blvd., this art critic of the local building code publication, this
Pietro Aretino of Pomona? Not since the Sheriff of Nottingham, Torquemada, and Hitler have
we, the artists of Greater Dallas, been so outraged. Secondly—WHO NEEDS HIM!
My only consolation in this matter is that this ignoramous, in his obvious desire to associate
himself with a great work of art, may actually be doing the world and the artist a great service by
calling it to the attention of the public. After all, the name of John Wilkes Booth is remembered
today only because of a dastardly act, but his victim was catapulted to the public esteem he so
richly deserved.
As for the towers, let me say that they are considered by many in these United States to be
grotesquely beautiful monuments to a civilization which is itself, perhaps, largely debris. For a
man to bring beauty and form out of chaos, as did the builder of the towers, is indeed a work of
art. Looking at them, one is removed to a thousand years hence, when the world will be a place
of glimmering steel, glass, and plastic—or a place where “only the rats and the lizards listen”. In
either event, will not these towers tell us something about “the greatest city, the greatest nation,
where nothing like us ever was”?
As you know, we in Texas have a lot of money. We would like to buy this building inspector
(most of them can be, I understand). So wrap him up and send him to Texas, w[h]ere we know
how to handle this type.

G E Sanders (BH) [signature]
Gordon E. Sanders
GES:bhs
* with apologies to O. W. Holmes
Aye, tear their glittering stanchions down,
Long have they gleamed on high.
An many an eye has danced to see
Their brightness in the sky.
Beneath them rung the children’s shout,
And burst the traffic’s roar.
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This galaxy of the coastal air
Shall light the clouds no more!

Their beams, once read with ruby’s glow,
Where arch and spiral joined,
Were built with love for alien land,
And not for money coined.
No more shall mind seek to comprehend,
Nor eyes behold their gleam,
Nor hearts lift up to answer
One man’s glorious dream.

O better that their vibrant forms
Should sink beneath the wave!
Their music shook the mighty world,
And there should be their grave.
Fling from the topmost glittering tower
One last and glorious burst,
And give them to the god of arts,
The future, and the dust.
—Barbara Sanders
________________
[Letter]
Culbertson, Nebraska
July 13, 1959
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Dear Jack,
I saw your program today about the Towers. I feel they are a work of art and are of a
quite beautiful nature.
I also believe that those who want them torn down can not be very appreciative of
American Heritage. I would like to see it be made a monument to all immigrants large and small
(Albert Einstein, Andrew Carnegie and Zsa Zsa Gabor right down to the Guy who runs the
delicatessen). All of whom have contributed something to our way of life. I think the people will
keep those towers standing after all the majority nearly always rules here in The United States.
I am 15 years old and find your program interesting and informative.
Very Truly Yours,
Joe E. Smith
____________
[Letter]
3910 Ea. Everett
Tacoma, Wash.
July 14, 1959
Dear Jack Linkletter,
I’m sure you will receive a great deal of mail regarding “Simon’s Towers”, but I felt I
must write and add my opinion to the rest.
I am a twenty three year old housewife and the mother of three and have only the usual
high school training in art. I cannot be said to be any kind of art critic, but to me, the towers are
beautiful. That seems to be a terribly over-used word, but it is the word to describe what Simon
has created.
It would be the worst kind of shame and an act of criminal callousness to destroy such
beauty.
Man has the right to disagree on what constitutes art and to scoff at art he cannot
comprehend, but since when has he the right to destroy a man’s devotion to his art and his life’s
work.
These towers are esthetic to view. They draw the eyes heavenward. They are created
from “junk”, the left-overs of man’s hurried, wasteful pace. With these scraps and bits of
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civilization, Simon has erected monuments to and of beauty. No one, I repeat NO ONE has any
more right to condemn and destroy these towers than they have to smash the Eiffel Tower, rip up
the Mona Liza, or burn Piccasso’s paintings.
Personally, I can’t stand Piccassos paintings, but I respect his right to create in his own
way and even though I fail to see what he is trying to convey, I would defend his work from
destruction, as vigorously as I do Simon’s Towers.
Los Angeles would do far better to protect and publicize these towers than to destroy
them.
It is my hope that your city receives so many protests that public opinion forces those in
responsible positions to leave the towers standing.
After all, large numbers of our historic buildings and monuments are unsafe and should
be condemned, but we preserve, rebuild and protect them. This country has far too few artistic
creations to allow short-sighted men to decide the difference between art and “junk.”
Thank you for bringing the towers to the public’s attention.
Sincerely yours,
Mrs. la Rhea Wright

[Box 1, File 9]
[Letter—copy]
July 27, 1959
Dear Governor Brown:
Simon Rodilla was an Italian immigrant who built the Watts towers because he wanted to
“do something for America”. His work has been acclaimed by architects all over the world. I do
not think it speaks very well for our country that a “safety committee” is able to reward Rodilla
for his life work by tearing it down. Nor do I believe that the people of Los Angeles, if they were
able to make their opinion felt, would consent to the destruction of one of the country’s most
unusual monuments. Is there no way to prevent this irresponsible act of cultural vandalism?
Sincerely,
[signature]
Raymond Van Zuyle
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2806 Pacific Ave.
Venice, Calif
[handwritten:]
I enclose a copy of my letter to Governor Brown with my contribution. I sent similar letters to
Gibson and Poulson.
[handwritten:] Sent $2.00 check!

[Box 7, File 5]
[Jeanne Morgan: poem, proposal for a children’s book, story of how she discovered the Towers]
WHEN I DISCOVERED THE TOWERS, by Jeanne Morgan
In 1958 I was in graduate school working for my Master of Fine Arts degree at the Otis Art
Institute of Los Angeles County.
Along with art, I was still interested in politics and was participating marginally in the 50’s civil
rights struggles going on in the South. I was also going to political meetings. One such meeting,
in the black community, was at an address unfamiliar to me, in deepest Watts.
I made a wrong turn while driving to this meeting and I found myself on the dead end street
where Rodia built the Towers. They loomed above me, a fantastic structure that shook me with
its powerful design and enormous size.
I was able to climb the Towers that day, because there were no people about to protect the
structures from phy[s]ical contact. In climbing them I found, to my astonishment, that the
integrity of surface design was maintained high up in the structures. The delicate placements of
mosaic bits and ceramic pieces which made the surfaces of all the structures at ground level so
beautiful, had been continued all the way up into the upper reaches of the Towers into areas
where the public would never go.
I was astonished at the artist’s integrity and perseverance and the mind-boggling amount of work
required to create the effect of solid surface mosaic in glass, tiles, ceramics and shells all the way
to the top.
I never made it to the political meeting I had been trying to reach. Instead I left the Towers and
went back “uptown” to my art world where I organized a committee of art students from Otis
and from Chouinard and took as many students as possible down to Watts to see and witness the
glory of the Towers. The name of the artist was unknown to us. But we launched an effort to
gain support to spread the word about the existence of this magnificent sculpture.
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We also went in a group to the downtown office of the Los Angeles Times where we attempted to
see the editor to tell him about the existence of these superb towering sculptures. We got as far as
the receptionist in an outer office, but no further. We were stopped in our tracks.
Within a short time word came to our student committee that a group of older professionals,
architects, film makers, artists, were forming a citizen’s committee with the intent to buy the
Towers. The initial meeting of this group was held at Barnsdall Park in the Frank Lloyd Wright
building. The foundation meeting created The Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts,
elected a board of directors and began circulation of a petition to save the Towers, for by that
time the City had placed a condemnation order on them and they were to be demolished because
they “were not built according to code.” Tens of thousands of signatures were gained. But the
decisive Committee action was the design of a “load test” to prove the stability of the structures.
The test was held and succeeded in exerting a 10,000 lb. load on the Towers with no damage to
the structures. The City relented and withdrew its demolition order.
______________
[Jeanne Morgan’s scribblings and musings in red ink]
1. Youth and Hard Work. 2. Maturity and inspiration (spontaneous spirit combined with rigid
discipline. 3. OLD AGE and DISCOVERY, isolation and acclaim, the Dark Door Opens, the
Jewel is Discovered
first list: the Jewel is Unknown, the Jewel is Found, the Jewel is Cut, the Jewel is Lost, the Jewel
is Discovered, the Jewel is Gone
second list: the Seed in the Pod, the Seed in the Earth, the Seed Sprouts Pale, the Seed gives
Forth a Great plant, the Plant Flourishes, the Plant is Wounded, the Plant is Broken, the Plant is
Discovered, the Plant
third list: “Sabatino Becomes Simon” Simon Becomes Sam; Sam Becomes Hey, You “paisano”
(the old paisano); Sam Becomes Rodia; Rodia Becomes Simon Rodia, sculptor; Simon Rodia,
the sculptor, becomes His work
fourth list: alone, isolated, hunter, miner, player, bird, mole, dark, prisoner, prisoner of age,
prison of age, prison of isolation, illiteracy, a prison of poverty, a prison of mountains, a prison
of stone, a prison of literacy, a prison of helplessness
fifth list: chains, bonds, trap, An Escape Story, the trap is sprung, the trap pried open, they say he
was defeated, he went down to everlasting sorrow and disgrace
sixth list: I was agonna do something, do nothing, frustration, shackled, blind & bound, helpless,
trapped, enclosed, helpless, weak, futile, meaningless, pointless, worthless, no value, garbage,
rubble, waste, failure, defeat
44	
  
	
  

random: conversion of detritus into design
a mountain world
Nobody Helped Me
Marrowbone
7th list: immigrant, no possibility of assimilation, 2 or 3 languages, go to Spanish spelling, sense
of geography, enormous journey, the voyage, long voyage, for hunter
8th list: illiterate genius, seeker of knowledge, hard to abstract, memories of heroic past, Rome
the Mother, figures but not words, learn by watching at City Hall construction, spider-builder,
jeweler-cement
9th list: sense of purpose, personal vision, “gonna do something”, best quality, nearest to last,
heroes, heavies, past grandeur & glory
10th list: against the grain, by any means necessary, personal sacrifice (different standards), a
different drummer, false values of social environment, anarchists, wobblies, Bay area, maybe
Mexico

[Box 7, File 20]
[Letter—copy]
26th April 1978
From: The Right Honourable Lord Clark, Q.M., C.H., K.C.B.
Dear Mayor Bradley,
I am very sorry to hear that the Watts Towers are once more in danger of collapse.
Almost twenty years ago I was involved in an effort to preserve them, and I would like once
more to say what an important part they play in the world’s estimate of Los Angeles. Apart from
their intrinsic beauty they represent a marvelous piece of self-sacrifice and devotion which was
characteristic of the early immigrants. They are much better known in Europe than perhaps many
people in Los Angeles realise and if they were allowed to collapse, I believe that there would be
general regret and resentment.
Yours sincerely,
[signature]
Lord Clark
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The Honorable Thomas Bradley,
Mayor of Los Angeles.

[Box 8, File 11]
[Los Angeles Free Press, Friday, July 23, 1965,7 “Homage to Simon Rodia,” pages 1, 4, and 5]
THE ONLY THING THAT ISN’T EXPENDABLE . . .
I’ve never had anything I wanted to say about the Towers in public, except at the hearings when
the city tried to destroy them. During all my life the Towers, and the act of that man in making
them, have meant (and do still mean to me) more than any other structure in the area. As
structures go, it’s the only thing I know that isn’t expendable. I am always moved when I think
that the act of one man is responsible for this thing, the thing that shines brightest in my entire
native area. Simon Rodia’s life has been and will be deeply meaningful to me.
WALTER HOPPS, Director of the Pasadena Art Museum
the children, the children . . .
Everything has been said. Yet, today I thought how often the word love recurs in the writing, in
the painting, on the lips of the young child and how often the symbol of the heart. And I thought
of Sam’s Towers; how well the child’s art relates to the work of genius in the way of honesty and
daring. The child animates the stick, pebble, button; dignifies weed, mud, twig, stone; dreams as
Sam dreamt. The genius finds wonder as a child does. The children always look radiantly
beautiful among the Towers. The children look radiantly beautiful when creating.
LUCILLE KRASNE, Director and teacher of the children’s art classes in the Watts
Towers and member of the Towers Committee.

Sam’s Towers are the only interesting thing to see in Los Angeles.
VERA STRAVINSKY

a consistent commitment . . .
Sam’s life and work are the best examples of a consistent commitment in the entire world.
Consistency means that you get up every morning and do the thing you did before—and it’s
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commitment that permits you to do that. Every morning he made a new commitment, and out of
this came a soul totally consistent.
NOAH PURIFOY, Acting Director of the Watts Towers Art Center, and member of the
Board of Directors, Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts

our early failure . . .
Sam Rodia’s genius sprang from his heart—a heart filled with gratitude to America. His was not
a passing fancy but a devotion that continued unabated for 33 years. His massive, colorful,
symmetrical towers will endure for generations. His tribute was not molded by tradition or
fashioned by professional rules. Our early failure to rightly appraise these unique spires was not
unlike the manner in which other great works of lasting beauty have been initially received. But
we are all grateful that loyal admirers assured the humble artist before his death that America
does appreciate and will preserve this matchless tribute.
JOHN ANSON FORD, Member and former Chairman of the Fair Employment Practices
Commission; honorary member of the Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts.

it was my job . . .
I remember him when I was a boy—we always went down there to hunt crawdads when I lived
on 79th St. We kids made fun of him, like kids will. He ignore us. I haven’t changed my feeling
about the Towers. They’re remarkable, but they’re not a work of art. I have no feelings one way
or the other about that business when we condemned them. It was my job. I did what I thought
my job called me to do.
H. L. MANLEY, office manager of the Van Nuys District Office of the LA Department
of Building and Safety, formerly Chief of the Conservation Bureau

Simon Rodia’s masterpiece is a simply remarkable work which the community was slow to
appreciate—but finally did it.
GIFFORD PHILLIPS, Frontier Magazine

he emptied his heart and guts . . .
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The old man had one magnificent thing to do and he did it and when he was finished, really
finished, he’d emptied his heart and guts. It’s a wonderful kind of monument to have left behind.
I remember him as a very shy and anti-social man. He put his heart and soul in those towers and
he was blessed with this one hug spurt of artistic blood.
PAUL COATES

a service to the community . . .
Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts are a landmark that has influenced the civic and cultural life of
the community. Their contribution to community enrichment has been valuable. The Towers
stand not only as a testimony to their creator but as a service to the community.
DR. H. HARTFORD BROOKINS, First African Methodist Episcopal Church of Los
Angeles

a deeply intuitive order . . .
The Towers are a remarkable achievement which has always meant different things to different
people. Sam’s work is such an unusual object that it has crystallized much attention on a social
level, as well as on an artistic level. We have wanted to help these fantastic and wonderful
objects find their place in art history and reach the broadest audience. They are worthy of a
deeply intuitive order and of the first importance. He is an artist, above and beyond his status as a
craftsman.
WILLIAM OSMUN, Senior Curator, Los Angeles, County Museum of Art

a permanent inspiration . . .
Historically, Simon Rodia will remain the great American master of intuitively conceived
monumental form. France has its dream palace by Cheval. The West Coast has its Watts Towers,
a proto-surreal marvel of fantastic sculpture-architecture. Rodia’s masterpiece in steel, cement
and tile is incredibly original and a permanent inspiration to all who value the creative nature of
man.
JOHN ANKRUM

man will prevail . . .
48	
  
	
  

The Works of man are even more separated from their creators than children are from their
parents. In this sense the Watts Towers today belong more to us than to Sam Rodia. We express
our gratitude to a man who by his rare courage and conviction has given us a precious gift. To
know that such a man has lived among us is an assurance that man will prevail. The Towers are a
living testimony to the prevailing spirit of man and of the man, Simon Rodia.
DR. PAUL LAPORTE, Professor of Art at Immaculate Heart College

sustain the vision . . .
Though a desire to build unauthorized and unorthodox architecture may be less rare than most of
us realize, the will to carry out the realization is the truly remarkable achievement. Many may
feel themselves inspired; especially after a few drinks, lots of men and women sense stirrings of
original genius. What distinguishes the real genius is the ability to sustain the vision.
EDWARD JAMES, Poet

a natural energy . . .
We do not say farewell to Sam. We will never have to say farewell, because Sam is alive forever
in these towers. When he built them he loaded each part of the construction, the steel, the rocks,
the shells and each shining splinter of glass with his vital power and energy. A natural energy
which never will be exhausted because each ray of sunlight reloads it again with natural energy
and sparkling life.
KATE T. STEINITZ, Honorary curator of the Elmer Belt Library of Vinciana at UCLA
and Archivist of the Watts Towers Committee

profound gratitude . . .
At the moment of Simon Rodia’s death the Towers he built in Watts are more widely known,
appreciated and loved throughout the world than any other architectural or sculptural monument
in Southern California. We are increasingly aware of the profound gratitude owed to Simon
Rodia. The worldwide acclaim of the Rodia Towers is a fitting tribute to his genius.
JAMES ELLIOTT, Chief Curator, Los Angeles County Museum of Art

we get too damned proud . . .
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Why, I think the Towers are wonderful. If somebody feels like doing that, then why not? There’s
a lot of folk art in Appalachia where I come from—little bits of flowers, ferns, mosses in the
woods, all kinds of things, put together, made there. Some ornamental, some for jokes. Some
people think the Towers aren’t important because they’re too plain and simple, not fancy enough.
We get too damned proud. Sam Rodia made them out of plain things. He ought to be honored.
RICHARD CHASE, Story-teller and artist

A continuing wonder . . .
Simon Rodia’s unerring sense of use of color in the Towers is a continuing wonder to me. I
believe the work of Rodia should be an exciting source of ideas to textile designers. He used
orange-pink and blue-green combinations long before they became fashionable.
BRENDA SAVILLE, Home Economist, University of California and Chairman of the
Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts

a display of balance
Through the creation of his inspiring towers, Simon Rodia has rendered himself to life eternal.
His desire for man to put things right in the world is exposed for all to see by his display of
balance with all parts related as life itself. All things being equal, I feel that we have lost a great
personality.
HAROLD LOUIS WILLIAMS, Architect and member of the Watts Towers Committee

this object of the spirit . . .
A verbal statement seems insignificant in the shadow of the great strength and power that the
Towers themselves express. I believe that our statement to Simon’s memory is that we shall
cherish this object of his spirit and strive to bring focus on it as an inspirational source to all men.
HERBERT KAHN, Architect and member of the Board of Directors of the CSRTW

Magic . . .
Simon Rodia assembled Watts Towers for one sole purpose. This was to express his freedom of
life. He was unaware of the towers’ artistic value for the future. Rodia’s honesty, pure thinking,
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combined with a knowledge of his craft, enabled masterful construction. The most important
possession this man had was magic. He left it with the Watts Towers.
GORDON WAGNER, Artist

once they overcome . . .
The average citizen of Watts can and will appreciate the Watts Towers as other Californians do,
once they overcome the daily struggle for bread.
EUGENE PURNELL, Citizens of the Anti-Poverty Committee in Watts

by himself and for himself . . .
Sam Rodia was a man with a purpose. Although he stopped sorting tiles to answer our questions,
and, when he found that we had read Jack London, became eloquent about him, we could see
that his smile was always anxious. He couldn’t give up the time he needed for the Towers. There
were too few minutes left in the day, the week, the month, after he’d earned his wages and got
some sleep. He had counted and he knew exactly. So it was goodbye to talk, and up he climbed.
Sam HAD to build those towers. He did it by himself and for himself. But Sam also happened to
be an artist, bless him.
MARGARET AND ELEAZER LECKY, Members of the CSRTW

nuestro pueblo . . .
What force could keep a man working on one project for a whole generation? Simon Rodia said
it in two words: Nuestro Pueblo—Our Village, our people, our human race—the idea that one
man, by using the full resources of a brilliant and controlled imagination, could create a symbol
for the hungers and aspirations of all.
MAX D. GOULD, Treasurer of the Watts Towers Committee

as a tree grows . . .
I am not amazed about the fact that Rodia was an unlearned man. . . . I believe in intuitive
intelligence and in the dynamics of genius . . . almost all great design is first intuitive design. The
great battleships and cruisers are only expansions of the principles of intuitively designed canoes.
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Rodia was a master of his material, cement. Rarely have I seen a construction standing as
long as the Watts Towers showing as few and as insignificant cracks.
Rodia built the Towers as a tree grows, with one ring developing after the other. The tree
might become hollow but it will not lose strength, as the surface now becomes the carrier of
strength. The Towers are superb.
BUCKMINSTER FULLER, Architect

echo of artistic integrity . . .
“I had no help. I couldn’t tell anyone what to do because a million times I didn’t know what to
do myself.” These expressions of Simon Rodia are the echo of artistic integrity through time.
Doing what one must do, not knowing why, asking nothing in return except perhaps some
understanding, continuing even when that is not forthcoming. . . . Simon Rodia has left a legacy
as beautifully articulated as any words ever spoken.
ALAN PORTER, Graphic Designer and member of CSRTW

thank you, Simon . . .
Simon Rodia has died, but the idea of a creative man living on through his creation is forever.
Thank you, Simon for showing me that one can build elements of beauty in this wasteland of Los
Angeles. I only hope your example will lead to converting this city to one of the great creative
cities of modern man. I will always remember you, Simon, as you have made my life richer.
BERNARD ZIMMERMAN, Architect

Simon is gone—but his constructive genius in use of color made his towers a priceless and
beautiful gift of skill and love for life.
BUD GOLDSTONE, Engineer, Past Chairman Towers Committee

Sam got away just in time . . .
Simon Rodia’s masterpiece is an enigma which stands as the riddle of an ironic age in
which art has become too fashionable, too much a status symbol.
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He worked outside the mainstream, outside the avant-garde. What he did was take the
ordinary discarded debris of our culture and what we had thrown away and made of it patterns
that stab the stars.
He did not care what They would do with it. And he did not want any of the critics to
invent reasons for it. When it was finished he went away and left it. Now everyone is getting on
the bandwagon. They speak of a cultural symbol, of a work of art which is natural, virile. But
they also tried to destroy it.
The City said, “Pull it down!” They tried and failed. The culture vultures, who come and
dance at the museums, the fat cats with the art jargon, were busy elsewhere. Only a few tried to
save it and they did.
Now everyone is for it, but Sam knew better. The art explosion, the Sears-RoebuckVincent Price world of precious awe, the chattering rich collectors (all tax-free) are circles that
didn’t care when he was alive. Now he is gone and his spires can’t be avoided. The fancy crowd
will never engulf him in their chi-chi fashions. He remains a man with hands and a skill with
leftovers and his dream is reality until man in his atomic madness blows it down.
Then it will go back to what it was—bottles, glass, plates, lengths of pipe and the end will
be like the beginning. Sam Rodia got away just in time.
STEPHEN LONGSTREET

the steadfastness of this man . . .
We ordinary people who put things off and procrastinate in both our decisions and our actions
must be impressed with the steadfastness of this man who worked so unrelentingly. Whenever I
have thought about it, something cold and shocking like a spray of fine ice has gone over my
spine.
BEATA INAYA, Member Board of Directors, CSRTW

a truly awesome thing . . .
Among all the touted “awesome” things here, the Towers are the only truly awesome thing L.A.
has. Now, with the death of the builder, everyone will laud the man and his work. But like
everything else genuinely creative in this society, the Towers are peripheral. They present a
challenge that the establishment is not willing to accept. They can be praised, but there is no
commitment from the establishment, so the end result is that I feel angry.

53	
  
	
  

ANDREW DOE, Director of the USC Street Theatre

a catalyst to change Watts . . .
As one citizen living almost within the shadows of the Towers, I can say Simon Rodia was truly
an artist and for his great contribution I am most grateful. From now on and for all eternity the
Towers may, by his death, become a catalyst to change Watts and work seeming miracles for all
the area. May he rest in peace.
MRS. ARTHOLA LEE, former member of the Board of Directors, CSRTW

the pain in his heart . . .
Simon Rodia’s work finally won the recognition and appreciation that was its due. What saddens
me is that [we] were deficient in our appreciation of the man himself. It seems to me that
something could have been done to erase the bitterness he suffered—something that would have
eased the pain in his heart.
BYRON PUMPHREY, Drama Critic, Arts and Architecture

Sam has made the world more beautiful.
MAE BABITZ !!

you know the man at once . . .
I knew he was alive, but it seemed redundant to meet him. You know the man at once through
the instant reality of his towers. I would have fought for them had they been artistically
atrocious. One man and determination built them and this is worth saving.
MIV SCHAAF, Chairman, The Architectural Panel

saved from the computers . . .
I am glad that Simon Rodia lived to produce something of the spirit and that it managed to be
saved from the clutches of the computers.
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JOHN LAUTNER, Architect

Tuesday Morning, July 20, a crowd of 200 gathered at Simon Rodia’s towers in Watts to
hear memorial speeches and join in a tribute to the man and his work.
MEMORIAL MEETING
Committee members express regret that the two men who bought the Towers in order to
save them, and founded the Towers Committee, Bill Cartwright and Nicholas King, could not be
present. The meeting had a festive character as was befitting the festive surroundings. Cars were
standing all along the easement and 107th street. As we came out from our car, a Negro man
walking by told us about the few years ago when nobody would look at the Towers—and see
now what a crowd had gathered. We all had been caught already by that spirit of elation that
links a group together in a common experience. There was a colorful crowd gathered at the
towers both in dress and in skin as befitted that place and occasion. I thought that this might well
be one of the first integrated meetings where not a political but a cultural motivation made for an
emergency unity. It was an authentic companionship created by the unique circumstances.
DR. PAUL. M. LAPORTE
“I did it all by myself. I never had a single help. One thing, I couldn’t hire any help, for I no
have-a no money. Not a thing. If I hire a man, he don’t know what to do. A million times, I don’t
know what to do myself. I would wake up all night, because this was my own idea.”
Simon Rodia
SABATINO RODIA
called SIMON or SAM RODIA
BORN: in the village of Serena, province
of Avellino, Italy:
APRIL 15, circa 1878
the son of Franc[e]sco and Avelina Rodia
DIED: about midnight, in Martinez,
California:
FRIDAY, JULY 16, 1965
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He began the construction of the Towers in 1921 on his property at 1765 E. 107th St. in the
Watts area of Los Angeles. He earned his living as a tilesetter, as a butcher, as a laborer. He held
card 356220 in the Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen’s Union and Laborer’s
Union. In the hours left after earning his livelihood he worked daily to build the Towers for 33
years. In 1954, anxieties caused by official interference with his life’s work and perhaps ill
health drove him to give away his property to a neighbor and move to Martinez, California, to
take refuge with relatives.
During the next years, members of the Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers in Watts
visited him in Martinez many times and were able eventually to give him a small sense of the
worldwide response of love and gratitude for his work and his life.
____________
[Box 9, File 12]
[Letter]
660-4136
February 7, 1979
Mr. Bill Averill
Editor
Tile Magazine
Suite 618
1800 N. Highland Avenue
L.A., Ca 90028
Dear Bill,

Thanks very much for the telephone conference this morning. Your kind offer to print some
material on Rodia’s masterpiece is very welcome, and we will provide you with an article and
photos as soon as our duplicates can be processed.
Your inventive and creative thinking was a great treat! To introduce Simon Rodia, the most
famous tile-setter of California, to the Tile Industry seems like a stroke of genius. HIS
FELLOW-CRAFTSMEN, even more than the art world, can appreciate what it really took to
build his enormous sculpture with the tools of a tile-setter.
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Here are 2 valuable and informative leaflets for the Biltmore Conference. People can make
contact with the Towers and with us, through these leaflets. A lot of people are going [to]
appreciate your work in making this happen!
Cordially,
Jeanne [signature]
Jeanne Morgan Chairman
[by hand:] You could show a 15 min. movie or Rodia making the towers if the Conference could
fit it in somewhere. We have it.

[Box 9, File 12]8
213-660-4136
Mr. George Lavenberg
Ceramic Tile Institute
700 North Virgil
Los Angeles, CA 90029
RE: SIMON RODIA, TILESETTER
Dear Mr. Lavenberg,
The enormous sculptural assemblage called the Towers of Simon Rodia in Watts must surely be
very well known to you. We like to keep in touch with people who are able [to] appreciate
Rodia’s work, since Los Angeles officialdom hasn’t treated the Towers very well, and friends of
Rodia are valuable assets in guarding the Towers’ welfare.
Rodia, as an artist-sculptor-tilesetter, deserves to be the patron saint of the tile industry.
We are developing a series of small articles with good photographs which will publicize the
beauty and value of Rodia’s accomplishment. We’d like your advice on the tile industry
publication which is major and authoritative so we can offer this material to the right place.
Your coming conference, on top of life’s usual hurly-burly, must mean that you’ll have no time
for a response to this note. But perhaps your secretary could phone or drop a line just to keep in
contact?
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Perhaps, when things calm down, we might meet—I would enjoy sharing with you the
experiences of talking with Rodia in Martinez, Calif., where we went in 1954 after he gave the
Towers to a neighbor and abandoned his work.
We hope to gather memories of Rodia and the Towers from the tilesetters who had some contact
with him while he was working. Our archives are full of this material and more is always sought.
This appeal, for recollections, would be one of the things we’d like to publicize. Perhaps you
could suggest the proper union magazine for such an appeal?
Sincerely,
[signature]
Jeanne Morgan
Chairman, Board of Directors
P.S. Bill Averill of Tile Mag has offered to take our Towers leaflets WITH A MAP to the
Conference so that the attendees can visit the Towers easily if they wish. That should be 1 of the
major experiences in Los Angeles, for tilesetters, no?
[by hand:] We have a film (16 mm) which shows Rodia at work on the towers, if the Conference
could use it somehow.
[* Tile & Decorative Surfaces, May/June 1979m “The Tiled Towers: Simon Rodia’s
Monumental Artwork,” pp. 21–22, by Marianne Robin]9
___________________
[Letter dated May 1, 1965, to Sunset Magazine, from convalescent hospital, signed Mrs. N. A.
Wahlberg, RN]
He is recovering from a severe heart attack. He is very alert and often tells us of the many
structures he has built. He was most gratified to see the pictures of his work in your magazine.
He tells us he came to the United States from Rome some eighty years ago. He is still a very
charming Italian gentleman, unless provoked then his language "would blister paint at ten feet.”
Says that he is “now 95 yrs young” [in Kate Steinitz collection UCLA Library Special
Collections 1388] Sunset editor sent letter to Kate, happy to hear about Sam, want to give him
something he can use, would like suggestions from Wahlberg. He especially liked a
“Chrysanthemum pot” which I brought him, so they order him some flowers by mail, hope they
arrived; should they continue sending flowers? could send more clippings but Sam could not see
well and didn’t want eyeglasses, thanking her for care.
__________
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[Box 17, File 9]

[LETTERHEAD]
B 2 Albany
Piccadilly W 1
26th April 1978

Dear Mr. Emboden,

I am sorry to hear that once more the authorities in Los Angeles are trying to get rid of the
Watts Towers. I believe that this was happening when I was in Los Angeles last about twenty
years ago, and I suppose it is very irritating to property developers to see valuable land occupied
by useless constructions. The fact that they are also beautiful and represent a wonderful piece of
self-sacrifice on the part of Mr. Rodia makes them more irritating still. I have pleasure in enclose
a letter which you can use as you think fit.

Yours sincerely,
Kenneth Clark [signature]
Lord Clark

William Emboden, Esq. FRAS
__________________
copy

26th April, 1978
From: The Right Honourable Lord Clark, O.M., C.H., K.C.E.
Dear Mayor Bradley,
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I am very sorry to hear that the Watts Towers are once more in danger of collapse. Almost
twenty years ago I was involved in an effort to preserve them, and I would like once more to say
what an important part they play in the world’s estimate of Los Angeles.
Apart from their intrinsic beauty, they represent a marvellous piece of self-sacrifice and
devotion which was characteristic of the early immigrants. They are much better known in
Europe than perhaps many people in Los Angeles realise, and if they were allowed to collapse, I
believe that there would be general regret and resentment.
Yours sincerely,
__________________
Kenneth Clark
Lord Clark
The Honorable Thomas Bradley
Mayor of Los Angeles, California, U.S.A.
______________
[Visitors’ comments from guest books 1964, 1965]

- the most beautiful thing I ever saw
- where can I get a kit?
- pilgrimage
- it’s the darndest thing!
- words cannot explain the beauty of this work of art
- more care should be used to preserve it
- a gift to the world
- gear
- it’s bitchen
- such patience!
- chutzpah!
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- thanks, Simon.
- bravo to those who saved this for us
- super keeno jet
- If it were mine I would sell it and retire.
- preserve it for posterity
- I wanted to see the Towers again after reading the moving article in the New Yorker.
- should be better preserved.
- take care of it!
- it seems unbelievable
- the last gasp of individualism
- beautiful beyond belief
- save our real folk art!
- I didn’t know that such pretty stuff could be made out of junk
- to each his own
- truly a monument to hope and freedom of expression
- it’s good! it’s good! I say I love it, I love it!
- better a builder than a wrecker
- it does remind you of the stupahs in Bangkok
- masterful love
- it’s a wonderful feeling to be able to see such beauty in this day and age
- we wish he had built more
- I’m going home and build one
- hermoso
- an inspired spiritual mind
- wonderful place for art classes—hope you continue them
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- delightful garden
- an artist among the greatest
- thank you for having preserved it
- bewildering
- we live 8 miles from the town where builder of the towers died.
- we should all dream so big!
- the man is a genius
- muy precioso
- the most beautiful thing in Los Angeles
- what a marvel! my breath is gone!
- how sad for American that genius can inspire only such banal bleatings
- superb expression of a beautiful person
- geweldig
- a divine gift
- a man with infinite ideas
- LOVE, SOUL, DEATH
- from pieces of trash, what beautiful work
- never destroy this art!
- worth coming 4,000 miles to see!
- fascinating. hallelujah on the proposed project!
- tour de force in genre elements
- lots of fun!
- from 1926 to 54 I watched it being built.
- magic!
- it was my 30th year unto Heaven and here did I meditate my birthday
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- preserve and publicize!
- fantastic! wish I had helped him!
- appreciation to Simon Rodia!
- preserve it forever!
- peyote??
- wonderful SELF-expression
- means much to me
- a landmark of the spirit
- If I did not work, these worlds would perish –Bagava Gita
- we shall overcome!
- I have wanted to see these for 20 years
- there’s method in madness –Hamlet
- a cool jungle gym
- absorbing, challenging
- what else can I, Epictetus, do?
- very well done, for his age
- there is nothing like it. I have never seen anything like it and I will never see anything like it, I
think
- thank God for “crazy Simon!”
- a one-man Sagrada Familia
- I hope everyone who sees this will tomorrow cultivate his own imagination and start creating
his world too.
- I waited 40 years to see them. They are well worth it.
- I approve of your cultural plans
- a tribute to the common man
- this is a memory to me. I lived here when he started it.
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- congratulations to the committee
- a wonderful work of a lonely man’s fantasy
- courageous
- like the world today—confusing!
- how soon before a DO IT YOURSELF KIT becomes available[?]
- some people have flower gardens. He had cement and glass and tower gardens (Yolanda L., age
13)
- I would like people to be moved in the same direction I am moved when creating –Paul Klee
- formidable!
- there are $362.00 worth of 7-Up returns here
- stay with it, people!
- I love the place
- Tolkien

[More comments]

- It is really terrific, but what was it for?
- Beauty
- a joy to the worker!
-Who cares what it’s for; it is a magnificent piece of work and will outlast us all
- congratulations to the committee
- colored cards & slides should sell, brochures should be in color
- I don’t know what road he was travelling but I know he reached his destination!
- a great geological work of art
- fantastic! and he did it in his own backyard!
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- nice to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live here
- the best thing L.A. has!
- If this be culturally disadvantaged we should make the most of it
- premature
- Space City. Grooveville.
- good place for a Martian landing
- God bless individuality and people like Simon Rodia
- this makes me proud I’m a human being—most of the time I’m embarrassed
- Simon Rodia, I love you.
- May anyone who vandalizes this monument be forever damned
- soaring sexuality!
- someday I will compose a composition to this monument
- truly a miracle of art!
- step by step, one goes far
- Bravo, S.R.!

[Box 17, File 9]

[Beniamino] BUFANO’S PRAYER
Editor—This is a prayer in answer to Frankenstein 8aon Simon Rodia’s towers (August 23):

So shines a good deed in a cripled world of dolloracracy, Alfred, may the Great Spirit of
awareness bless you. Thank you. Thank you.
So be it, Rodia, your spiritual towers, a hundred feet up or so, are a beacon raining down light
and water as one man in love in the midst of a scorched desert of 170 million souls in a
stampede. Gold. Gold. Stop.
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I just read the shortest sentence in the Christian Bible: “Jesus wept.” Nietzsche: “the first and last
of the Christians, a Jew, died on the cross.”
Mr. Rodia, meet Mr. Thoreau holding high the lantern of Diogenes.
Signing off. So be it.
BENJAMINO BUFANO
San Francisco.
SF Chronicle 8/30/61 (65?)
[Box 17, File 9]
[File of testimonials from 1978, written to Mayor Tom Bradley, many sworn (“I declare under
penalty of perjury that the foregoing is true and correct and that this declaration was executed on
[date] in [place]”)]
From: Thomas H. Garver, Dir. Newport Harbor Art Museum, Lord Kenneth Clark, William
Ezelle Jones, Curator, Decorative Arts and Design, LACMA, Buckminster Fuller, Marta
Feuchtwanger, Ruth Bowman, Robert Solmitz, Sol Babitz, Chairman Preservation Committee,
CSRTW,10 Victoria Erpelding, Linda White, Thomas Hines, School of Architecture, UCLA,
William Emboden, board member CSRTW, Sally H. Ela, Registrar, Getty Museum, Arnold
Rubin, Art Dept., UCLA, Seymour Rosen Pres. SPACES11
Citations to CRSTW are received from: Ned Jacoby, advertising art., Miv Schaaf, Chairman of
Architecture Panel, Frederick S. Wight, Dir. Art Galleries, Dickson Art Center, UCLA., Louis c.
Stoumen, Pres. Camera Eye Pictures Inc., Elmer Belt, M.D., Elmer Belt Urologic Group, John J.
Maguire, Pres. Valley Center for Arts, Raymond Girvigian, AIA, T. Marvin Hatley, citizen,
Anita and Phil Fahs, Photography for Advertising, Gordon J. Holmquist, Cole-Holmquist Inc.,
Florence H. Thomen, citizen, Richard Shire, Jerry Kerkmeyer, other two [illegible: George
Sprott, William Hall III, James Carter, David Fisher?], A. J. McNeil, Territorial Manager,
Mosaic Tile Co., Sr. Magdalen Mary, IHM, Chairman, Sr. Mary Corita, IHM, Prof of Art, Dr.
Paul M. Laporte, Prof. of art, Immaculate Heart College, Dept. of Fine Art, Mrs. Max Ewalt,
citizen, Herbert McArthur (Albany NY),
Gratitude and thanks sent to the CSRTW are received from: Hisashi Bill Sugaya, Dir., National
Trust of Historic Preservation, Dr. Knox Mellon, State Historic Preservation Officer, Office of
Historic Preservation, Dept. of Parks and Recreation, June Wayne, DFA
____________
[Letter—partial, followed by 4 pages of prose.]
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Damali Bashira, 2-9-79, to Bradley, a tribute “To Honor The Living”—written in profound
respect and love for Mrs. Helen Dora Street who lives now amongst us and to Rodia’s vision
which stands physically in our midst as a “material manifestation of the survival of True
Spiritual Creative Expression”:
“Hope sings atop Faith’s mountain. Love dances above the Valley of Despair. Or as others will
say, “In Watts we see the ‘American Dream’ fulfillment preserved” into the 21st Century by the
Sparkling Towers of Eternal Creativity and the spiritual love of Grandmama. The only poverty
that exists is our failure to see and use our own wealth.”
Be Whole, Damali Bashira

“To Honor the Living”
By
Damali Bashira
In what was once called Watts, where weeds blossomed into roses, a generation doomed to die,
lived a loving lay. From its earth came clay to create a living shrine, tribute to life, exalted ship,
spiritual ecstasy—Rodia’s Towers.
For years, like an oasis in the desert, Rodia’s Towers stood alone, unattended, in the aboriginal
acres of the Angel’s City; in that neglected corner where life starves on the edge of fulfillment,
facing the threat of denial.
Among the unseeing, trapped by the limits of their own vision, the Shrine was just a part of the
neighborhood, nothing special, just an odd, colorful structure, solidly immovable. Who cared
that lived amongst them, one man, who while worlds waged wars, consecrated his most precious
possession—his creative moments of physical exist[e]nce—to the building of a ship to serve the
Loving Creative Force of Life. Spiraling to the sky, Rodia’s Towers are delicately balanced,
strongly built arches to Paradise.
Some people create monuments to insure their posterity, as Simon Rodia did. Others live their
lives in such a manner so as to become immortal. Without great sums of money, power, or
political influence, so-called “little people” become legends in the flesh, through their loving
deeds. Such a giant is Mrs. Helen Dora Street, known to her countless “children” as
“Grandmama.”
Born in Texas 82 years ago, Grandmama, standing about 5’4”, barely reaching one hundred
pounds is a straight talking, straight walking, miracle working woman. She looks at her less than
perfect condition stereo, T.V. and worn carpet and says, “I’m not really living now, for the past
six years I’ve just been making it to let others live.” She knows love is thicker than blood,
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because “I ain’t never been able to refuse somebody if they need a place to stay.” Her small two
bedroom house in East L.A., about 25 blocks from the Towers, has been a shelter for young
people, who know she knows that she knows, is one of countless unacknowledged sages of this
century, considered by worldly ways a “simple working person.”
Simon Rodia was a working person like Grandmama. His Towers are a living monument to the
too often unrealized creative strength of these chosen children who live simply and love
completely, who are the heart of the earth. Like oil, these people keep the creaky gears of the
city’s burea[u]cracy and business running smoothly, through their work as laborers,
housekeepers, clerks and farm workers.
When the City gives proper public exaltation to Rodia’s Towers, it will be giving due recognition
to people who are seldom acknowledged because they only know doing their work and caring for
their families. They do not have time to seek causes or publicity, wealth or fame.
Now, that the engineering controversy has been settled, the City should put pressure upon the
State to expeditiously, continuously conscientiously complete the repair of the Towers. The
money already allocated for purchase of land and landscaping around the Towers should be
utilized immediately. By the time the Towers are repaired they should be grandly opened in an
environmental setting creatively constructed.
Rodia’s Towers are a culturally historical artistic blessing to Los Angeles and should be given as
much publicity and consistent care as Paris does its Eiffel Tower or New York City does the
Statue of Liberty.
This last year of this decade of decadence should see Los Angeles prepare to answer the 21st
Century Call for a New Age; an age which will see every effort made by public officials, private
business and individuals to bridge the chasm of material, social and educational inequities that
separate the privileged few of Beverly Hills from the many striving, but neglected children of
Watts. A first step in building this bridge is to honor the living.
People should no longer fear Watts as a place scourged by the riots of the sixties. Entering the
eighties, Watts should become known to the world, and particularly to all of the citizens and
children of Los Angeles, as the home of a priceless living work of art. Rodia’s Towers are a
shrine to the potential power of what the “common person” can achieve, taking the “worst,” the
neglected scraps of life, and making them first through care and continuous creative work.
Like Rodia, Grandmama “takes the worst and makes it first” through her acts of giving. Her
generosity has enabled two of her grandsons to build solid foundations for themselves and their
families. One, who still lives in her back house, is successfully entering the recording industry.
Another, makes his incense, which provides income for himself and several other unemployed
artists and musicians, at Grandmama’s home.
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When I first saw Rodia’s Towers last spring, my spirit was moved with visions of ecstasy and
colorful ritual. I experienced a profound respectful awe for the strength of one individual to
complete such a monumental work, not for fame or wealth. I sensed the power of the Creative
Force which compelled Rodia to “do something big.” Everytime I visit the Towers, I am
overwhelmed by the Spiritual Presence emanating from these sacred stones. I met Grandmama
within a week of my first visit to the Towers. Several months later I was a homeless orph[a]n,
blessed to make my bed within the walls of her spirit house. Her energy and common sense
kindness filled my emotionally empty cup with hope. As I wrote and typed and watched her
daily leave and return from her work I began to share her belief that “It’s a great life, if you can
just stay strong.”
People of all nationalities come to experience the brilliance and spiritual blessing bestowed by
the powerful beauty of Rodia’s Towers. Likewise, our “Grandmamas” the caring people in small
houses in the “ghetto,” be it Afro-American, Mexican, Jewish, Oriental or European, these
people of quiet strength and continual work keep the sun shining for months and months and
months after brief winter rains.
These sages remain steadfast in their spiritual values and life convictions to serve as constructive
examples of love in action. Our youth become the inheritors of the strength bestowed by these
living legends, who should be gratefully acknowledged, for they stand tall and wondrous, just as
“that ancient apparition, the sparkling Towers of eternal creativity, Rodia’s vision, the
watchtower of Watts, the singing Morning Star of the pitch sky, revealed before us, here and
now, as always.

###########

Copyright 1979 Purely Positive Productive People - INVESTIGATING PERMISSION TO
REPRODUCE
_____________

One day,
the apolitical intellectuals
of my country
will be interrogated by the simplest
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of our people

They will be asked
what they did
when their nation
died out
like a sweet fire
small and alone

No one will ask them
about their dress,
their long siestas after lunch,
no one will want to know
about their sterile combats
with the idea of the nothing

No one will care about
their higher financial learning
they won’t be questioned
on Greek mythology
or regarding their
self-disgust
when something within them
began to die the coward’s death
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They’ll be asked nothing
about their ab[su]rd justifications
born in the shadow of
the total lie

On that day,
the simple will come
those who had no
place in the books and poems of the
apolitical intellectuals
but daily delivered their bread and milk,
tortillas and eggs,
those who had mended
their clothes
those who drove their
cars, and cared for their dogs
and gardens, and worked for
them, and they’ll ask:

What did you do when the poor
suffered,
when tenderness and life
burned out in them?

Otto Rene Castillo
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__________________
[Color photo of Proclamation scroll]12
City of Los Angeles
State of California
HAPPINESS IS
Watts Tower of Simon Rodia
Celebrating the
25th Anniversary
of the
“Torture Test”
on the tallest tower in Los Angeles.
October 10, 1984

[signature]
Tom Bradley
Mayor

Notes	
  THESE	
  NOTES	
  ARE	
  REPEATED	
  TWICE:	
  the	
  second	
  set	
  below	
  should	
  be	
  deleted
1

	
  Many postcards such as this pre-stamped 3-cent one, poured into Jack Linkletter, host of a popular TV
program, which rallied to the Watts Towers cause.
	
  
2

He is referring to the 1954 film by William Hale on the Watts Towers.

	
  
3

This letter is replete with grammatical errors and confusion about punctuation. I leave it as is to
demonstrate the range of educational levels of those passionately writing in support of the Towers: art
museum directors to common citizens.
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4

They are not nameless, of course. Rodia named them "Nuestro Pueblo."

	
  
5

There are multiple letters in support of the Watts Towers from Mrs. Craddock in the CSRTW files.

	
  
6

This homage was published one week after Rodia's death.

	
  
7

The CRSTW left no stone unturned. They solicited support from anyone who could speak to the value
of the Towers, from expert assessment, to community testimonial, to tradesmen’s attestation of Rodia’s
skill.
	
  
8

This is included as an example of the extraordinary and tireless work that went into coordinating each
published article, as materials, slides, and other items were assembled and forwarded—all prior to our
digital age!

[8a

The editor is likely referring to Sam Calicura (Saverio Colacurcio), Rodia's brother-in-law, who Bufano
met, and nearly came to blows with, during a visit with Calvin Trillin, Nicholas King, and Jeanne S.
Morgan in August of 1964 (see: Appendix A.7 and A.8)]

9

He proposes a glass box or plastic dome: “If domes can be built for football fields, they can be certainly
built for the Towers.”
	
  
10

Rosen notes: “In my judgement, of the two hundred or so folk art environments I know of throughout
the world, Simon Rodia’s Towers rate as one of the most significant. Certainly the most well known and
significant in America. A judgement shared by a multitude of acknowledged authorities.”
	
  
11

Bud Goldstone had written to Mayor Bradley on September 30, 1984, to request some recognition for
the Watts Towers, “to bring to the attention of the City the significance of the Watts Towers of Simon
Rodia and the importance of the voluntary efforts of the residents to the quality of life in the community.”
This photograph was taken in 1984 by Bud Goldstone, who circulated it to friends, Jeanne Morgan, Mae
Babitz, Fred Croton, Ann and John Luke, and Edward Farrell, adding: “If you want to see the real thing,
call me—please,” dated November 5 1984. During my research in UCLA Special Collections, I saw the
original proclamation, but when I requested to see it a second time, it had gone missing.
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B.3 Miscellaneous Documents from the Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers in Watts Records
(Collection 1388). Department of Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library,
University of California, Los Angeles.
[Four Funeral cards: image of praying Madonna; Holy Family (including Joseph and flowering
staff); Ann and Mary reading; Nossa Senhora do Rosario da Fatima (printed in Italy). All prayer
cards have same text:]
Jesus, meek and humble of heart
make my heart like unto Thine.
"
IN LOVING MEMORY OF
SAM RODIA
1875 1965
O GENTLEST Heart of Jesus, ever present in the Blessed Sacrament, ever consumed with
burning love for the poor captive souls in Purgatory, have mercy on the soul of Thy departed
servant. Be not severe in Thy judgement, but let some drops of Thy precious Blood fall upon the
devouring flames, and do Thou, O merciful Saviour, send Thy Angels to conduct Thy departed
servant to a place of refreshment, light and peace. Amen. May the souls of all the faithful
departed, through the mercy of God, rest in peace. Amen.
_________
[Receipt for legal services]
No. _____________

Los Angeles, Calif. Feb. 8 1954

Received of Sam Rodia

Ten & no/100

Dollars

____________________________________________________________

Amount of Acct. $10.00
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Amount Paid. . . $10.00
Balance Due. . . $_/___

Cash #x Check # M.O.#______ By (signature) Ray Lundy

Thank You
RAYFIELD LUNDY
Attorney at Law
156 [illegible] East 103rd Street, Zone 2
Office: [illegible] Res.: Nevada 2-5628 [illegible]
___________
[S. Rodia’s Funeral Record]
laid to rest: July 20, 1965, 10:30 a.m.
bearers: F. Leo Barrett, Vince Frank, [illegible] Boyle, Leonard Sullivan, Seymour Rosen,
Nicholas King
officiating & at cemetery: Rev. Edward P. Cushnahan
place of birth: Italy, birth: April 15, 187513
departed: July 17, 196514
age: 90 years, 3 months, 2 days
father: Frank Rodia
mother: blank
married to: blank
other members of family: Father of Alfred Rodia and Frank Rodia, uncle of Virginia Sullivan,
Nick Calicura, Genevieve Harvey, Asunda Barrett, Antoinette Douvres, Dominic Calicura,
Angelina Alexander, Alice Frank, MaryLou Byer, William Calicura, Edith Giraldi
_____________
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[Letter of Reference]
[LETTERHEAD]
Charles F. Plummer
Architect
1108-09 W. P. Story Building
Los Angeles
April 14, 1932

To Whom It May Concern:—
Samuel Rodia, the bearer, has been known to me for over a year. His work has been
in a location where I have had an exceptional opportunity to observe his activities.
This work included the handeling [sic] and placing of both plain and reinforced
concrete, and the job was well handled and to the entire satisfaction of myself and the Owner.
Especial mention should be made of his industry—a very busy man and tireless worker.
To the best of my knowledge, he is honest and trustworthy. I can recommend him
unreservedly to any wne [sic] wishing a man in this capacity.
Yours Truly.
Charles F. Plummer
[signature]

_______________
[Letter of Reference]
[LETTERHEAD]
Office of
Markwell Building Company
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Long Beach, California

June 19, 1920 [19 by hand]

To Whom It May Concern:
This will serve to introduce Mr. Sam Rodia who has been employed in and about the building
of this company about a year, during which time he has proved himself to be honest, energetic
and capable.
The writer bespeaks for Mr. Rodia your kind consideration.

Yours very truly,
[signature illegible: E. H. Pallian?]
Treasurer
EHP/GH
_____________
[Union card]
FRONT SIDE ONLY
Peterson [handwritten]
Amalgamated Meat Cutters
and Butcher Workmen
of North American

General Office: Burnham Bldg., Chicago
____
This Certifies That
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Mr. Sam Rodia
No. 356220
was initiated by Local 563
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA
CARD No. 366 -0
XXX-XX-XXX
SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER ABOVE LINE
R. A. Clancy [signature]
PRESIDENT
R.S. Graham [signature]
FIN. SEC’Y
_____________
[Union card]
FRONT:
Membership Book
=======================
INTERNATIONAL HOD CARRIERS
BUILDING & COMMON LABORERS’
UNION
Affiliated with the A.F. of L.
Headquarters
821-15th St., N.W.
Washington, D.C.

BACK:
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Membership Book No. 6719
THIS IS TO CERTIFY, that
Sam Rodie [sic]
. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . ..
on June 25 1946
has been duly initiated a member in
General Laborers’
Local Union No. 300 of the
INTERNATIONAL HOD CARRIERS’
BUILDING AND COMMON LABORERS’ UNION OF AMERICA, located
in the city of

LOS ANGELES, Calif.
and as such is entitled to all rights,
privileges and courtesies awarded to
members of the I.H.C.B. & C.L.U. of a.

. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .
Financial Secretary.

. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .. . .
Address
___________________
[Social Security card]
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Social Security Act
Account Number
XXX-XX-XXXX
HAS BEEN ESTABLISHED FOR

Sam Rodia [signature]

3/29/37
DATE OF ISSUE EMPLOYEE SIGNATURE

_________________
[Application for Social Security Number]
U.S. SOCIAL SECURITY ACT
APPLICATION FOR ACCOUNT NUMBER
Sam Rodia
1765 East 107th St., Watts, California
K. R. Bradley (Business name of present employer), 1833 W. Pico St.
51 (age at last birthday), April 15, 1886, Rome, Italy
Frank Rodia (father’s full name), Angelina Rosen [sic](mother’s full maiden name)

dated: 3-19-37, [signature] Sam Rodia

[Box 17, File 10]15
[Mae Babitz, a member of the CSRTW’s research notes, made during a trip to Italy, and in
preparation of a book she was to have written.]
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[Drawings of tools with a legend of Italian names for each, along with Italian text]16
Serino Tools
Gli arnesi riportati in una lunetta sono tipici dell’artigianato serinese. Si notano, in particolare:
un compasso, una pinza; lima per ferro, ferro di cavallo, pinza, martello per falegname,
punteruolo, tenaglia, martellina da muratore
Sam Rodia nacque alla Fraz. Rivottoli, ove fino al secolo XIX (1800) fioriva l’artigianato del
ferro. Gli arnesi sopradescritti sono riportati con la massima precisione, dato la conoscenza
diretta che degli stessi
[Editor’s Translation: The tools imprinted in a lunette are typical of the artisan crafts of Serino.
We note, in particular, a compass, end nippers; iron file, horseshoe, tin-snips, carpenter’s claw
hammer, punch, pliers, mason’s hammer.
Sam Rodia was born in the hamlet of Rivottoli, where, up until the nineteenth century (1800’s)
ironwork skills flourished. The tools described above are reproduced with the highest precision,
given his direct knowledge of such [tools].]
__________
[Note to Jeanne Morgan from Mae Babitz, requesting assistance with research]
- about 1897, 98, 99, 1900, Sam’s brother who changed his name from Rodia to Ric[c]ardo or
Dick Sulvan (Sulven) [Sullivan] was killed in a coal mine blast around either Wilkes Barre or
Scranton
- “in Paterson, NJ there is a colony of some 15,000 Serinese, from Serino” Sam’s neighborhood
is Rivottoli, steady stream of Serinese left beginning in 1878? and earlier to work in the silk
mills, asks:
“Investigate thru Italo-American culture clubs, Serinese clubs, immigration places, whether at
any time after 1890 Sabatino, Sabato, Sam Rodia lived ther[e], went to school, was
apprenticed,—or who were the Rodias who settled ther[e]—which of them still live there? K you
dig? I feel that next year, January, I will no longer be archivist and I want to complete this work.
Please help.17
- Comune di SERINO prov. di Avellino; Father: Francesco Rodia; Mother: Nicoletta Cirino
Rodia; Date of birth: Sabatino [Sabato] Rodia 12 febbraio 187918
___________
[Corrections and/or additions, dated July 28, 1973]
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- ca 1914–16 (?) brother Ricardo Rodia (e.g., Dick Sullvan) killed in mine accident near Wilkes
Barre or Scranton
- About Paterson, NJ: very late in 19th C, ca 1880 people started leaving Serino (Rivottoli) to go
to Paterson, work in silk mills, today approx. 15,000 descendants (a lot, because in Serino there
are approx. 8,000 inhabitants!)
- “Remember he came to America around 1891, exactly where he stayed I do not yet know, and
when I asked the remaining Rodias of which there were myriads in Rivottoli, they did not
know—after all it has been a long time since Sam left there as a little boy. His name could have
been Simon, Sabatino, Sabato or Sam Rodia.”

[Box 17, File 11]
[Notes on photos of Sam and family]
- 3 brothers
- Chicago, 1898 quarry
- Ricardo: “married quarry owner’s daughter, was blown up because he refused to go out on
strike”

Notes
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B.4 Miscellaneous Digitized Documents from the Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers in
Watts Records (Collection 1388). Department of Special Collections, Charles E. Young
Research Library, University of California, Los Angeles. Courtesy of UCLA Dept. of Special
Collections.

1.

Notice to Comply A 2306 from the City of Los Angeles Department of Building and Safety and Notice of
Hearing to consider the demolition of the Watts Towers
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2. Western Union Telegram from Buckminster Fuller supporting the Campaign to Save the Watts Towers
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3.

Letter from Mayor Poulson, August 10, 1959 to Jack Levine
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4. Jeanne S. Morgan’s letter of resignation as Executive Director of the Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers in
Watts (CSRTW)
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1

That is, for the Campaign to Save the Watts Towers.	
  

2

	
  Many postcards such as this pre-stamped 3-cent one, poured into Jack Linkletter, host of a popular TV
program, which rallied to the Watts Towers cause.
	
  
3

	
  He	
  is	
  referring	
  to	
  the	
  1954	
  film	
  by	
  William	
  Hale	
  on	
  the	
  Watts	
  Towers.	
  

	
  
4

	
  This	
  letter	
  is	
  replete	
  with	
  grammatical	
  errors	
  and	
  confusion	
  about	
  punctuation.	
  	
  I	
  leave	
  it	
  as	
  is	
  to	
  demonstrate	
  the	
  
range	
  of	
  educational	
  levels	
  of	
  those	
  passionately	
  writing	
  in	
  support	
  of	
  the	
  Towers:	
  	
  art	
  museum	
  directors	
  to	
  
common	
  citizens.	
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  They	
  are	
  not	
  nameless,	
  of	
  course.	
  	
  Rodia	
  named	
  them	
  "Nuestro	
  Pueblo."	
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There are multiple letters in support of the Watts Towers from Mrs. Craddock in the CSRTW files.
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  This	
  homage	
  was	
  published	
  one	
  week	
  after	
  Rodia's	
  death.	
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The CRSTW left no stone unturned. They solicited support from anyone who could speak to the value
of the Towers, from expert assessment, to community testimonial, to tradesmen’s attestation of Rodia’s
skill.
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  This	
  is	
  included	
  as	
  an	
  example	
  of	
  the	
  extraordinary	
  and	
  tireless	
  work	
  that	
  went	
  into	
  coordinating	
  each	
  published	
  
article,	
  as	
  materials,	
  slides,	
  and	
  other	
  items	
  were	
  assembled	
  and	
  forwarded—all	
  prior	
  to	
  our	
  digital	
  age!	
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He proposes a glass box or plastic dome: “If domes can be built for football fields, they can be certainly
built for the Towers.”
	
  
11

Rosen notes: “In my judgement, of the two hundred or so folk art environments I know of throughout
the world, Simon Rodia’s Towers rate as one of the most significant. Certainly the most well known and
significant in America. A judgement shared by a multitude of acknowledged authorities.”
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Bud Goldstone had written to Mayor Bradley on September 30, 1984, to request some recognition for
the Watts Towers, “to bring to the attention of the City the significance of the Watts Towers of Simon
Rodia and the importance of the voluntary efforts of the residents to the quality of life in the community.”
This photograph was taken in 1984 by Bud Goldstone, who circulated it to friends, Jeanne Morgan, Mae
Babitz, Fred Croton, Ann and John Luke, and Edward Farrell, adding: “If you want to see the real thing,
call me—please,” dated November 5 1984. During my research in UCLA Special Collections, I saw the
original proclamation, but when I requested to see it a second time, it had gone missing.
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The Italian parish record states it to be February 12, 1879, as confirmed by Mae Babitz during
her research in Rivottoli (see Box 17, File 10) and as confirmed by me more recently (see note
6).
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Despite the fact that Rodia’s death is frequently marked as July 16 (around midnight), the
funeral home records it as July 17.
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This file contains a letter of agreement made between Mae Babitz and Laurence McGilvery
stating that she would complete research, and write an original narrative text for a book about
Simon Rodia and that, as coauthors, expenses (travel, phone, assistants, and so forth) were to be
covered and reimbursed out of any earnings from sales of the book, not to exceed $500 for each
coauthor, and that 50 percent of royalties would go to each, Mae Babitz as writer and Laurence
McGilvery as publisher. Several notes containing research on Rodia’s Italian background are
found in this file.
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See Del Giudice chapter, note 51, on Serino’s nail-making tradition.	
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These are important suggestions for future research so that the missing gaps of Sabato Rodia’s
diaspora and labor story might one day be filled.
	
  

This information must have been received from the parish priest. The same birth record was
kindly given to me during our 2011 trip to Rivottoli for a Watts Towers in Italy program. It
further records the midwife’s name as Rafaella Viola. See Introduction, note 4. 	
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C.1. Interview with Jeanne S. Morgan, Committee for Simon Rodia’s Towers in
Watts (CSRTW), by Luisa Del Giudice
Watts Towers Arts Center, Watts, California, 2009
[Transcribed by Claire Lavagnino]
Jeanne S. Morgan: [. . .] In that overhead strip of tile, running between the South wall and
the house, Rodia organized his colors in such a way that he begins on the right with cool
colors—blues and turquoises—and then it merges into lavenders and into reds and
oranges and yellows. It’s as if he’s doing a whole spectrum of the rainbow, which is a
living proof of his consciousness of color organization [. . .] That goes with all of the
work that you use in color design. In other words, all of his organization of [. . .] shards
of mosaic throughout the Towers, all that vernacular mosaic, is organized carefully and
according to his color concepts. It’s not random, as it appears to be if you’re not a
sensitive observer. It’s all extremely thoughtful. Furthermore, it’s all been modulated
with a rasp and a file. You can run your hand over any of the surfaces in the Towers and
safely touch that beautiful surfacing. If you encounter something rough or something that
cuts you, you’re looking at something the City did, not Rodia.
Luisa Del Giudice: Tell me, Jeanne, what is your background? How is it that you have
such expertise in this area? [. . .]
JSM: I have a Master’s in Fine Arts from Otis Art Institute. [. . .] and I have an interest in
[. . .] intuitive art, if I may call it that [. . .]. It’s always been to me very clear that the fine
arts are more commercial than the commercial arts, when you get right down to it. And
the intuitive arts have a kind of wellspring from the human spirit that’s very, very rich
and very compelling to me. I think that Rodia’s presentation of his mind, which is what
we’re looking at—we’re looking at a mind print—is [. . .] a very clear proof of that.
Because the messages in the Towers are just immense. If you are an art student or a
scholar in the arts, the Towers pose all kinds of interesting questions to you, like: the
relation between art and politics, art and sociology, the relation between art and the
community, about art and isolation, and the artist and creativity in a situation where
persistence and dedication is needed. You know, those kinds of things are sitting in the
Towers waiting to be recognized. It’s interesting to me that [. . .] over the years a number
of people have begun to do that kind of thinking about the Towers. [. . .] I think there’s
room for a great deal more of it. There’s room for less of the biographical kind of
thinking, which is such a cheap shot, you know. You do a tour of the Towers and you talk
about Rodia and he was a hobo and he was a drunk. [. . .] It’s just [. . .] the cheapest kind
of approach to the work. He said to me, “Everybody drinks. I have some drinks. But I
was no wino!” There’s something so much more valid and so much richer and so much
[more] worthwhile that can be derived from that work of art.
LDG: [. . .] Jeanne, when you encountered these Towers [. . .] without any preparation for
them, why were you so struck? [. . .]
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JSM: Well, first of all, just physically to do something that enormous with those materials
is overwhelming. I mean it’s preposterous. You can’t do that. It would take an entire life
to do that. And it would take many people working together. And yet, there was a
coherence in it that said this is one person’s work. This is not groupthink. This is
somebody who externalized their own feelings about texture and form and color. It’s
somebody who was entranced with textures and substances. And somebody who loved
color and who was able to go out into the world and pick up the detritus of this
civilization and make something simply glorious out of it. But, immediately, that tells us
something about the artist. He’s selecting the fine arts materials. He’s working with
whatever comes to hand. And converting it. That kind of transformation is immediately
evident when you look at the Towers. Because if you’re just examining it in micro you
see that it’s just a few shards from a plate and a cup. But when you examine it in macro,
that has been expanded and glorified into something all together different. [. . .] I don’t
know how to put it. [. . .] He loved his tools. [. . .] The tool panels are big panels about
three feet by two and a half feet in a lunette shape. They contain a very beautifully
designed arrangement of impressions of his tools in wet cement. [. . .]
LDG: So [about] his immigrant status [. . .].
JSM: [. . .] There’s nothing in the Towers that’s cliché. There’s no Disneyland cute stuff
in the Towers. Everything is fresh. Everything is pure. Everything is primo from the
beginning. He had not been in any way twisted by this society. He hadn’t absorbed the
kinds of things that make people produce clichés. So the purity of the work is a testimony
to his identity as an immigrant, in my opinion. He’s an outsider. He’s not a member of
the clan that does Mickey Mouse and all of the commercial advertising art or the other
clichés of our society. He’s something else.
LDG: And yet do you see in his art any of his own [. . .] background as an Italian? [. . .]
JSM: Well, I have not been in Italy enough to know that but [. . .] the mode of working in
vernacular mosaic is very commonplace, I’m told. [. . .] I’ve seen it in New York in the
Italian neighborhoods and I’ve seen it a bit here in Los Angeles and I assume that that
assembly of shards and objects is something that is traditional. But, I have to tell you he
took it way beyond the traditional level. It’s as if someone started out to make a kite and
from that they made some kind of paper airplane and from that Rodia came along and
made a glider. You know, it’s just a totally qualitative change. It’s not a quantitative
change. [. . .] He has enforced and enacted upon the traditions and gone way beyond
them.
LDG: [. . .] There’s a lot of controversy around the Towers and there always has been.
Can you explore that?
JSM: Well, we have to start with the fact that the City wanted to tear them down because
they were done without any blueprints or plans or permits. You know, they’re not
something you can pigeonhole. They’re sui generis. [. . .] This man made only this thing.
The City, on the other hand, has other motives that are not quite so nice for wanting to
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keep the Towers from being a world famous [. . .] tourist draw, which they are. But [. . .]
for instance, the City has in the Cultural Affairs Department, a marketing division. Are
they marketing the Towers? Are they running an ad in the calendar section of the L.A.
Times that [. . .] says “open for tourists Monday through Friday”? No, nothing, nothing.
There’s almost nothing public that the City sponsors to show the world that the Towers
exist. And that’s because the Towers are an ambassador for Watts. Anybody who comes
to see the Towers sees Watts. They see the underside, the seamy side of our society. They
see the way people are living in very ghetto-esque kinds of situations and that’s
embarrassing. The City doesn’t want that to be disclosed so widely and broadly. But it is
because the Towers open that door and show the truth, [. . .] the City downplays them.
<<Figure C.1 (1) near here>>
[. . .]
LDG: [. . .] He spoke like an anarchist. Did he ever express [any] sort of anti-clericalism.
[. . .] How did he view the Church?
JSM: Well he said, “I was a Catholic, but no more, no more.” And then he said, “I put a
cross up there”—talking about the Towers—“and then the priest come and said nice
things to me about that, so I took the cross down. All I wanted was just to see how it
looked. I didn’t want it to say Christian or Cattolica.”
LDG: Hmm. And yet he became [. . .] an evangelical afterward.
JSM: Well the people in his neighborhood recognized the Towers as an interesting place
to meet and they encouraged Rodia to speak to them because he was a very voluble man,
full of ideas. And he would go to a neighbor and she would read to him from the Bible
and then he would come back and do sermons. And he said that the Church was not
Protestant, not Cattolica, it was [. . .] “hallelujah, a hallelujah church.” And that’s really
all I know about it. [. . .] Oh, he said that the [. . .] “fish tank” was used for baptism. [. . .]
There’s a very interesting relation with the Catholic Church in his life in Long Beach. He
lived in Long Beach before he came here to Watts and built the Towers. And [. . .] when
Bud Goldstone went to Long Beach he talked to all the neighbors. And there were some
Latino people who had lived there all the time and they [. . .] understood that Bud was
asking for the name of this man, and they said, “Simon, Simon,” [See-mohn]. They may
have said San Simon. If they said San Simon, those people thought that Rodia was a
saint. There is, in the Latino Catholic ideology, a saint named San Simon. He wears a
black suit. He’s a modern man. He wears a fedora. He smokes a cigar. He looks exactly
like Rodia. I’ve seen his picture on a candelaria and it’s like looking at Sam Rodia. It’s
just astounding. So, it may be that this whole inaccurate attribution of Simon as his name
comes from some strange kind of misunderstanding [. . .] they could actually have
thought [. . .] that he was the saint San Simon.1
LDG: But this was before he started to exhibit these [. . .] artistic and visionary. . .
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JSM: No, no. He had built [. . .] big carousels for the children in front of his house in
Long Beach. [. . .] The property was being demolished by the time Bud Goldstone got
there. Neighbors told him that the wrecking crew had taken three days to get the house
down, but it took them three weeks to demolish the two carousels that Rodia had built
because they were so sturdy. [See Appendix A.11] So he was doing his artwork in Long
Beach. There’s also work that he did [. . .] for his family in his brother-in-law’s yard up
in Martinez. And then there’s the work that he did, as he claimed, in Dickeyville
[Wisconsin]. Other than that [. . .] I don’t know of anything. Well, there’s some little jobs
he did around. He did something for some people in Malibu, a little piece of a heart for a
fireplace for somebody in Silver Lake, a planter for a lady who lived in this
neighborhood. A few things, but nothing of this nature because how could he? I mean
this took all of his strength and energy and time. In Martinez, he said, “I worked every
day, I worked Sunday, I worked holidays, I never take a vacation. I give my heart, break
my heart down there.” [. . .]
LDG: Why do you think he became involved in this all-consuming project?
JSM: I think he discovered that the materials were fascinating. I think he started to do a
fence and he saw that glass could be melted, he saw that the bottles were wonderful, he
saw that old pieces of plates have beautiful color. And he just got allured by the nature of
the materials themselves and took off from that. I don’t really believe this business about
he was a drunkard and he started building and it cured him of drinking. [. . .] I don’t
know. My own feeling is that he may have [. . .] had a difficult time with a wife who
went away with another man and he may have been drinking because of that, and then he
started a fence to keep the children away from his property, and then he discovered as he
said, “it’s lots of fun.” So [laughs] indeed it is to work with those kinds of materials. It’s
lots of fun. So then, as he got into it and saw what he could do, saw the power of his
invention, he said, “I never had a single helper, I could not hire a man. I couldn’t tell him
what to do. I don’t know what to do myself. I was awake all night thinking and thinking
what to do, what to do’cause this is all my own idea.”
He [. . .] inspired himself by the nature of the work and his vision of what could
be done, as it became more and more developed. In the early photographs, the wall is
there and the thin spidery towers are there. But then around those little interiors, he
started making more exteriors. He said he made one tower lean a little bit like the Tower
of Pisa because he wanted to imitate that in some kind of way. I don’t have good facts on
that. I know that he had a dream. He said, “the people came bringing papers and start to
bother me and I was afraid. And I went [. . .] to the big place [. . .] and there were lots of
old men with long beards and white hair. And they were sitting up high. And one of them
leaned down and took me by the neck and shook me and said, ‘You’re good. Your towers
are good. Go home. Everything’s going to be all right.’” Now, this has to be a dream
about going to Sacramento, or some authoritarian place in his dream and getting the
approval. Because he said, “then I went home and I worked hard and I was okay.” Until
the last days when the demolition order came, and then it was all a whole other matter.
LDG: Why do you suppose he abandoned it [. . .]?
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JSM: I think he had to because the demolition order had come through. And that said that
the owner had to tear it down. And before tearing it down, he would disappear. He said to
Sauceda, “I’m no good here anymore.”
LDG: I see. That’s an interesting theory.
JSM: You can’t imagine that he would ever tear it down or think of tearing it down. So
he sacrificed his life here and went away. I mean think of what he did when he did that.
He gave it away. [. . .]
I just wanted to tell you about what an ingenious man he was. When we were
visiting him in his room, in Martinez, he pointed to the light fixture and we saw that it
was very high in the ceiling. This is a man who’s four feet, eleven inches. Really little.
That’s why the distances of the different units in the Towers are so small because [. . .] he
built his own ladders. The Towers reflect the geometry of his body, the size of his body.
He couldn’t reach the light to replace the bulb, so he went to the hardware store and he
got plug-ins, screw-in sockets and put them together until they came down close enough
so that he could reach up and change the bulb in his room. Very ingenious fellow.
<<Figure C.1 (2) near here>>
LDG: Jeanne, [. . .] what are your hopes for the Towers? And how do the various
organizations come together or not come together?
JSM: Oh, they don’t come together.
LDG: What are they and what do they each do?
JSM: Well, there’s the State that owns the Towers. There’s the City that manages them
on a lease agreement with the State that runs for fifty years from 1975. And there’s us
[Committee for Simon Rodia's Towers in Watts] with our contract, which says that we
have the right of approval over anything that impacts the Towers. In other words, every
time they do anything on the Towers they’re supposed to get our okay, from our board of
directors. That’s the contract that they signed with us in 1975 when we [. . .] donated the
Towers and this Arts Center to the City of Los Angeles. There really are no other Towers
organizations. There’s an organization called SPACES, which seems to include the
Towers, but as far as I know they haven’t done anything to save or [. . .] preserve the
Towers for many years, if ever.
LDG: And the Friends of?
JSM: The Friends of the Watts Towers Arts Center. It’s not of the Towers. There is no
Friends of the Towers, but there should be.
LDG: Well how does the Arts Center and the Watts Towers work together, or could work
together, or should? What’s the relationship, ideally?
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JSM: [. . .] After the riots in 1965, we built this Arts Center as a community service
because we felt that if cultural values could be disseminated into the community, the
attitude toward the Towers would be improved. And that’s proven to be quite true.
Originally, this was a facility to do free art classes for children and to provide cultural
affairs for the community as a whole. And it’s [. . .] de-emphasized the free classes for
children and super-emphasized the cultural contributions to the community. It’s become
truly a cultural center for Watts. It’s the main cultural event in Watts. It [. . .] train[s] the
[. . .] tour guides, and see[s] that there is a tour guide available whenever there are
visitors here who want to see the Towers. That’s the only relationship that has any reality.
The Towers are under the direction of the Department of Cultural Affairs of the City of
Los Angeles. And within that DCA, there is [. . .] an Office of Historic Preservation. [. . .]
A professional associate of the American Institute of Conservation of Historic and
Artistic Objects, [. . .] should be working on the Towers. Someone with that professional
contact or better. The present so-called conservator is rather like claiming that your
neighbor is a doctor and then you take your child to have an appendectomy at the
neighbor. That’s sort of what’s happening. I’ll give you a for instance. When you fill a
crack in the Towers, you have to modify the edge to make it smooth so that it’s going to
take the crack fill. The right way to do this is with a diamond cutting wheel, so that
there’s minimal impact on the mortar surrounding the crack. They’re not doing that. They
do it with a chisel and a mallet. And every time they bang the chisel and mallet they are
impacting all of the surrounding mortar and cracks keep appearing in places that have
been mended. [. . .] That’s something that we would like to see changed. We would like
to see a bona fide ethical conservator attached to [. . .] [this work] with conservation
authority.2
LDG: Tell me what you [. . .] hope for the Towers [. . .] in the long run? Now you’ve
dedicated what, fifty years of your life, to . . .
JSM: Well I’ve done a lot of other things. [. . .] But yes, I’ve had some continuity for that
long. I think that the [. . .] attitude of the [. . .] official art establishment, has been very
bad. And that’s not completely incomprehensible. [. . .] I believe that there should be a
consortium of Museum conservators who have the authority to take over our authority if
they would. [. . .] Our group, our little committee, has an enormous authority because of
the contract that we hold with the City. We cannot enforce the contract. The City ignores
the contract. In order to enforce it we would have to have significant legal help. In 1978
we had that help because the City hired an unlicensed contractor to work on the Towers
and he literally was removing the entire surface. He had barrels and barrels of what he
called the “rubble” with the intention of putting all of those shards back up according to
his own design.
We got the Center for Law in the Public Interest to represent us and they went full
force into court in a breach of contract case, which won $800,000 from the City to pay
the State for the damage to the Towers. We can’t do that again because every lawyer I’ve
contacted crumples up when he finds out we want to sue the City. Suing the City is not an
easy thing to do. [. . .] A requirement that they have ethical, professional conservators
assigned to the project [. . .] would be about as good as we could get for the future. [. . .]
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The museums that might be involved are very powerful, like LACMA [the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art] and the Getty. Even if it were just those two; they’re very
powerful and we expect them to be around a lot longer than we are.
LDG: Do you think that the international community can help you in any way? How
would that work?
JSM: [. . .] You see, in order for the City to ask the State to require the management to
put in good conservation authority, the City management, somebody out there has to say:
well, there’s something wrong with the present management. Who will say that? How
will it be proven? We’re too weak. I don’t see how the international authority can
interface with this situation as it now exists. It just seems like it would require a lot of
study on an international level by some very devoted people who might discern that the
management of the so-called conservation is deficient [. . .] and that this should be
corrected. And that [. . .] the only way to correct it appears to be to get the State to say to
the City: “okay we’ve leased this to you, but we don’t like what you’re doing with it and
we’re going to rewrite this lease. And you have to be much more accountable to us than
we’ve ever asked you to be. And as part of that accountability we want you to employ
and make certain that there are at least two ethical conservators involved in all of the
work on the Towers at all times.”
Who knows, could it happen? That’s what we’re demanding. Right now, we’ve
got the State to promise that they will do an investigation and we’re inputting [. . .]
evidence of flawed conservation. We’re trying, in our little way, as best we can, to
educate the State in what they should do. Since they’ve agreed to an investigation, let it
be the real thing and not just some dog and pony show [. . .].
LDG: Do you think the Towers are an appropriate symbol for Los Angeles? How do you
feel about the importance of the Towers for the entire city of Los Angeles?
JSM: Oh, I’ll agree with the mayor [Antonio Villaraigosa]. The mayor says that the
magnificent accumulation of many dissimilar objects in the Towers is a metaphor for the
city itself, which is a great accumulation of ethnic diversity [see Introduction to the
volume]. And I think that’s true. I think it’s a perfect metaphor and I think that the City
should recognize and glorify that. [. . .]
[Here she recounts her last visit with Rodia; see Appendix A.9]
LDG: He had a lot of hearts in the Towers. Why?
JSM: Well, that’s the very question that one of the students asked him when Rodia went
to the Towers film at Berkeley. [. . .] Rodia stood up and said, “That’s a my towers!” And
afterwards all the students came and talked to him. One young man came to him and said,
“Mr. Rodia, you have all those hearts in the Towers. What is the heart for?” And Rodia
said, “You’re a young man. You know what the heart’s for.” Isn’t that just beautiful? He
was a passionate man and all of that passion is really what made the Towers. The energy
and the strength and vitality and strong feeling that you would have to have to do a work
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like that, came from this tiny little man. It’s a marvelous example of the real capacity of
human beings. Isn’t it? Much more than we ever imagine.
LDG: Did he love the people around here? [. . .] That expression of his heart, who was
that directed towards?
JSM: I can hear him saying, “there’s a no heart now.” [laughs] I don’t know how to
answer that. I really don’t. [. . .] I don’t think the heart had that much to do with loving
his community. [. . .] I think it was something much more personal. I think maybe it had
more to do with a tribute to his own passionate life and his dedication to the memory of
his wife or whatever it was that was meaningful and personal and passionate to him. And
also it’s a beautiful shape [laughs]. It’s so pretty.
[Here she remembers Rodia and his litany of complaints about modern women, of how
she and Mae Babitz had to remove lipstick and wear longer skirts whenever they visited.
See Appendix A.3]
JSM: I’d like to say this: the idea that the ship is called the Ship of Marco Polo is in my
opinion completely wrong. The [. . .] reporter who first put that forth in the newspaper
probably asked Rodia, “what is this?” And I can hear Rodia saying, “Il barco di Paolo.”
And when you hear “il barco di Paolo,” you can hear Marco Polo if you’re a reporter
who doesn’t speak or even think in anything remotely related to Italian. I think he said,
“the boat of Paulie,” of little Paulie. I think that San Paulinus was called San Paolino, San
Paolo. And in the streets he’s just probably called Paolo, Paulie. And he said, “il barco di
Paolo,” meaning the tiny ship in the procession of the Festival of Saint Paulinus.

Appendix C.1, Interview with Jeanne S. Morgan
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C. 2. Interview with Brad Byer, I Build the Tower Filmmaker and S. Rodia's GreatNephew, by Luisa Del Giudice
Los Angeles, March 6, 2009
[Transcribed by Claire Lavagnino]
Luisa Del Giudice: We’re here with Brad Byer at his home and it is March 6 [2009]. [. . .]
I wanted to know a little bit about you Brad [. . .] where you’re from and [. . .] how long
you’ve been here [. . .], what do you do as an occupation?
Brad Byer: Well, I was born and raised in Northern California in a small agricultural
town north of Sacramento and I’ve been in Los Angeles for almost twenty-five years.
And I first came here [. . .] to [. . .] begin a research project on Sam Rodia, my great
uncle, my grandmother’s brother [. . .] Her married last name was Colacurcio.
LDG: [. . .] How did they pronounce the last name?
BB: [. . .] Rodìa. [. . .] All the Rodias were born in Italy, the Colacurcios were born in
Italy. And [. . .] Sam Rodia, he emigrated here [. . .] I would say the early 1890s,
something like that. And my grandmother, Angiolina, [. . .]—I forgot how much younger
than [. . .] Sam she is but [. . .] she came here probably around the turn of the century. [. .
.] My grandfather, Sam Colacurcio, he was approximately Sam Rodia’s age and [. . .] he
emigrated here about the same time Rodia did in the [. . .] 1890’s. [. . .] And [. . .] then he
went back to [. . .] Serino, or Rivottoli I should say, and he married my grandmother. And
then [. . .] I believe he came back here to the East coast and then he brought her [. . .] a
few years later or a year later, something like that.
LDG: What was the relationship between the siblings? [. . .] Your grandmother and Sam,
her brother, and the other brothers. Do you know anything about that? Their family life.
BB: Well [. . .] there was Tony and Francesco and Sam and Angiolina. I believe those
were the four Rodia children. [. . .] Francesco got killed in a coal mine. [. . .] But she was
closest to Sam. And then Tony [. . .]. See they all emigrated out together. They came to
New York City. I think they settled in upstate New York and then they moved to
Pennsylvania. [. . .] Sam moved to Seattle, Washington, but I think my grandparents and
Tony moved from Pennsylvania to [. . .] the San Francisco Bay area. And then Sam came
down from Seattle, Washington area to Oakland. That area.
LDG: And what was he doing all that time? Do you know?
BB: [. . .] Just working around. There’s no real record of exactly what he was doing [. . .].
First of all, they all worked in the coal mines on the East coast. And [. . .] when
Francesco got killed they’d had enough of the coal mines. And typically [. . .] what’s kind
of strange about them working in the coal mines is they worked underground. And
normally Italians, as I understand it, don’t like to work underground in coal mines. [. . .]
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Anyway, Francesco [. . .] got killed in an underground mine blast and they decided that
was enough of that. So, they all came to the West coast.
LDG: When you say Italians don’t like to work underground. [. . .] Why Italians?
BB: [. . .] Well, I’ll tell you why. [. . .] I did an extensive research project on Rodia.
That’s why I came down here. And I [. . .] was thinking about writing a biography on it,
but then it seemed more suited for film. [. . .] The Towers are much more [. . .] visual.
[You] can’t really [. . .] put their story down in a book that well as you can in a movie.
So, [. . .] I did a lot of research on [. . .] Italian immigration [. . .] from numerous sources.
[. . .] In the coal mining business, Italian immigrants didn’t get into it that much. [. . .]
[The] Irish and Eastern Europeans, for some reason, gravitated to underground coal
mines. And Italians [. . .] didn’t seem to. [. . .] And they [Rodias] were the exception and
then when Francesco got killed they were out.
LDG: What did the family do before emigrating here? [. . .]
BB: [. . .] Well I believe the Rodias were farmers and the Colacurcios were charcoal
makers.
LDG: [. . .] What do you know about the family back then? What was their reputation? [.
. .]?
BB: Oh, I don’t know anything about that.
LDG: [. . .] There were rumors that [. . .] from the way Sam talked—And did you all call
him Sam or Simon or Sabato—What did you call him in the family?
BB: Uncle Sam.
LDG: Uncle Sam.
BB: Everybody called him Uncle Sam. And actually, on second thought, about your
question, the Rodias apparently were more prosperous than the Colacurcios. There was a
little bit of social stigma.’Cause the Rodias, I think, owned a little property and I don’t
think the Colacurcios did. […] And the Colacurcios were charcoal burners, made
charcoal, and I guess on the social scale they were a little bit lower than the Rodias. But, I
think they were all poor. [. . .]
LDG: But [didn’t the] Rodias, ha[ve] a reputation for being somewhat anarchist? Is that
anything you know about or have heard?
BB: Well, [. . .] you know, I think that there was a segment of [. . .] society back in those
days, you know, industrialization of [. . .] the western world and robber barons and, you
know, it was a clash. The Old World was coming up against the industrialization and, you
know, Naples had been run by the [. . .] the King of Sicily or something like that. And I
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think they were put in power by the French. And of course they, the Rodias and the
Colacurcios, came here to escape poverty, hunger, forced conscription into armies. And
then they came here and it was the same thing [. . .]—a feudal structure, but just of a
different nature. And [. . .] I think they had some left-leaning tendencies. But [. . .]Sam
Colacurcio, no, [. . .] maybe Tony Rodia, yeah. Sam Rodia, I’m not sure. Sam Rodia, his
politics were the politics of, you know, hard scrabble manual gritty labor, sun on your
back, [. . .] man trying to feed his family [. . .], that was his politics.
LDG: And he made a lot of political kinds of statements [. . .] about the social situation.
BB: Yeah, and actually [. . .] there are several statements that stand out. [. . .] The first
being very pertinent to the so-called [. . .] world financial crisis that’s occurring right now
[. . .] it’s very pertinent because now America, is the guy on the street. And what Sam
said was that [. . .] when you have nothing to sell then you’re gonna be poor and you’re
gonna be in a hole. [. . .] He makes that statement right in the movie: [. . .] “you know the
man who has something to sell he’s the one who makes the money.” [. . .] That’s the
condition of America. We haven’t sold anything for twenty years. All we’ve done is buy.
[. . .] We have nothing to sell anymore. All the jobs are gone. All our money’s in China [.
. .] And I doubt that our so-called leaders and the politicians have a clue what’s going on
at all. They just think it’s business as usual. So that’s [. . .] what I find very telling about
Sam’s main philosophy. Actually, he was more of what I call an economic philosopher.
He knew [. . .] how to survive on the street doing hard work. [. . .] A lot of what he said
are real gems and pearls of wisdom. Some people should listen to ’em these [. . .] days.
LDG: Has he influenced you in your politics? You sound like Sam a little bit.
BB: [. . .] Yeah in the fact that [. . .] I’m kind of a centrist. I’m like Sam. My politics are
politics of just earning a living, feeding your family, doing the best you can. Sam Rodia
influenced me a lot.
LDG: Did you meet him? Did you know him? [. . .]
BB: Yeah, yeah of course.
LDG: So how did you relate to him?
BB: [. . .] Well I didn’t know him [. . .] much on an individual basis because he was [. . .]
an enigma, he was charismatic, he was divisive, he was unifying, he was [. . .] a
tremendous force in the family. [. . .] When I grew up, the [. . .] cultural influence was
Italian [. . .].’Cause my father’s German. So I’m half German and half Italian. [. . .] My
great grandparents came from, on my father’s side, came from Germany. [. . .] My
grandmother, my grandparents were Americanized already. [. . .] It was [. . .] like night
and day between my mother’s side and my father’s side. Because you have Sam
Colacurcio, who’s head of the family, and it’s a big family— seventeen kids and [. . .]
LDG: They had seventeen kids!? The couple?
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BB: Sam and Angiolina Colacurcio—seventeen kids, yeah. [. . .] and plus [. . .] a couple
died at childbirth besides. [. . .] And [. . .] he was the head of the family. You didn’t
challenge him. He didn’t go on welfare, food stamps. [. . .] One of the things that we
knew about my grandfather that he took very much pride in, [. . .] (it was for the
consolidated refinery, which later became the Shell refinery), he worked for forty years
and never missed a day of work. [. . .] This guy was the real deal. [. . .] He came to
America for a better life. And he refused to let his children speak Italian in the house,
which now they regret, by the way. [. . .] He sacrificed for the future generations and
everybody knew it. And Sam Rodia, on the other hand, was [. . .] this elusive guy who [. .
.] in the early years abandoned his family, disappeared. And then built these things that
later became famous. [. . .] After the Towers were gone and South Central [. . .] turned
into a [. . .] ghetto so to speak, Sam abandoned the Towers and came back to [. . .]
Martinez, California and the San Francisco Bay area. And the spotlight was on Rodia.
And he was extremely eccentric, [. . .] very Old World [. . .] and wherever he went
writers, [. . .] reporters, photographers, they all followed him. So, [. . .] it was a fact that [.
. .] when I was a child we [. . .] always went down to Martinez for family holidays and
family reunions. And [. . .] Sam Rodia would always show up. [. . .]
But, most of those family reunions would take place at my aunt’s house, Virginia
Sullivan. [. . .] And they would go get [him]—Sam lived in downtown Martinez. They
lived on the outskirts of Martinez. And normally Leonard Sullivan, who was my uncle,
Virginia’s husband, he would go pick Sam up. [. . .] I remember Sam [. . .] from the age
of about four to ten or eleven years old, and that’s when he passed away. And mostly our
family would just be arguing about Rodia and the Towers and who he was and what he
meant. And [. . .] half the family—’cause it was a big family. The Colacurcios are [. . .]
natural hard workers and they all believe in family and you support your family and, you
know, you do what you have to do to make a living and better yourself and your
children's life. So naturally some [. . .] questioned Rodia and what he did. Half of them
supported him and half of them didn’t support him. Because, [. . .] you know, we were
middle class hard working people and all of a sudden here comes our long lost relative
who the world was telling us had done this great thing. [. . .]
I always remember this: if it was in the winter, we’d be inside; if it was in the
summer, we’d be outside, because my aunt had this nice backyard patio barbeque setup.
And in the backyard he would come through the side gate and man, everybody would be
arguing about Rodia and the Towers and that gate would open and Sam would walk in—
at that time he was walking pretty slow—and he would be [. . .] escorted by [. . .]
Leonard Sullivan and [. . .] you could hear a pin drop [. . .] dead silence [. . .].
LDG: So he had quite a presence?
BB: [. . .] He was extremely charismatic without saying a word. [. . .] And then of course,
[. . .] he had a running feud with Sam Colacurcio. [. . .] Sam Colacurcio, in the end, knew
very much, and the family feels (the Sullivans feel this because the Sullivans were
actually closest to Sam in the last years there). [. . .] Nick King, he was a filmmaker and
actor down here, he’s one of the famous players in the whole saga, [. . .] especially after
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Sam left the Towers. And they all feel that [. . .] Sam Colacurcio recognized what Rodia
did and the greatness of his work.
LDG: What did they argue about, Sam and [. . .] Sam, [laughs] the brothers-in-law? Do
you remember the arguments they had?
BB: [. . .] For one thing Sam Rodia’s stance was that Sam Colacurcio [had] turned his
beloved sister Angiolina into a brood mare. And on the other hand, [. . .] Sam Colacurcio
[. . .] felt that Sam Rodia had abandoned his family and made his life pursuit into this
worthless endeavor to build these Towers, which now the City of L.A. was trying to tear
down. That’s it right there. And those two guys would come to blows. Not [in] the[ir] old
days, ’cause they were in their mid-eighties [. . .], but before they would.
LDG: And, Angiolina, how did she comport herself in this situation? What would she
say, anything?
BB: [. . .] Well you didn’t [. . .] really overtly buck up against my grandfather. That was
impossible.
LDG: So he was an old style, Old World tyrant?
BB: No, he wasn’t a tyrant. He was head of the family. He wasn’t a tyrant. In his own
way he, Colacurcio, was a loving, kind man, but he did what he had to do to. You know,
how are you gonna come over here from Italy, [. . .] out of a dirt farm type, you know,
just like rise up out of nothing, come all the way over here when you’re fourteen, [. . .]
have seventeen kids, raise a family. You have to be tough. [. . .] But he was a gentle,
loving man and Sam Rodia was the same way. Sam Rodia [. . .] was no pushover. ’Cause
you can’t do what he did being a pushover. [. . .] There’s not the same kind of strength of
personality, character, and perspicacity [today]. [. . .] If I had that strength of character
I’d be ten times the man I am today. [. . .] Those guys, they were the real deal, they’re not
all watered down like we are today.
LDG: [. . .] What do you know of the cultural background? [. . .] What does your family's
Italian background mean to you and how does that influence your reading of the
Towers—or does it?
BB: [. . .] It definitely influences. Nobody could have built the Towers except an Italian.
LDG: Why?
BB: [. . .] Because you have twenty different elements that all came together [. . .] that are
strictly Italian. [. . .] Well, arguably [. . .] some people might say the Egyptians or the
Romans. [. . .] You could say Alexander the Great conquered the Egyptians and he took
all [. . .] their building skills and cultural knowledge back to Greece or Macedonia, or
wherever he was from. And then the Greeks [. . .] colonized Italy, especially Southern
Italy (you can see that in Paestum). [. . .] It was like a cultural [. . .] piggyback thing that
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ended up with the Italians. [. . .] But in Western Civilization [. . .] the Italians are some of
the greatest builders, architects, stonemasons. [. . .] The Romans invented concrete,
which by the way [. . .] is still standing, most of it, and very viable. And the way the
Romans mixed their concrete, [. . .] the life of their concrete structures without steel
reinforcement, is three-hundred times longer than American concrete with steel
reinforcement. They just knew. [. . .] The greatest artists in Western Civilization, colors,
mosaics, paintings, sculptures. [. . .]
So, Sam represented all that. But the one element that [. . .] was the great
indeterminate element was the fact that he put it together in a very unique way, that had
never been done before. [. . .] He used the building blocks of the universe, the triangle.
And structures that derived from the triangle [. . .] is his basic architectural form. [. . .]
And that had never been done before. [. . .] And I had [. . .] never considered that [. . .]
part of the Towers until [. . .] we did the Buckminster Fuller interview and he was the one
who pointed that out. That was like another world and [. . .] just opened up a different
facet on the Towers.
[. . .] I’ve spent [. . .] some time in Italy, [. . .] mostly southern Italy, [. . .] before
we started the film, for three years probably, [. . .] studying Italian history, including
Roman history, Greek colonization [. . .] of Italy. And the only person who could have
ever built the Towers was a guy like, not only an Italian, but a man like Rodia who was
basically a dirt peasant who had no formal education. He could barely read and write.
And, therefore, he didn’t bring the kind of prejudices [. . .] what you would call a very
schooled [. . .] contemporary artist brings into his work. [. . .] Sam just started building,
just like a bee starts building [. . .] in the hive, or a spider starts building this complex
beautiful web. All of which have the same elements that the Towers do. [. . .]
LDG: Another piece of the Italian [. . .] experience or non-experience—we don’t really
know—is what do you think about his knowledge of folk traditions? What about the gigli
of Nola, which were not that far from where he was born.
BB: You know, Luisa, I don’t personally subscribe to the Gigli theory.
LDG: Have you ever seen the Gigli?
BB: Yeah, but I don’t subscribe to that at all.
LDG: With the boat and the towers?
BB: [. . .] I’m not hostile to it, but I’ve never seen—[. . .]. A lot of people swear by it. [. .
.] We put it in the film because [. . .] it was an interesting theory. [. . .] I wouldn’t
emphasize it in the film, but we kind of put it in there, just for imagery. [. . .] But I can go
to [. . .] some of the great cathedral spires around Italy and I can put my camera at the
base of the spires and I can see a lot more [. . .] relative imagery in that than the Giglis.
But, you know, maybe he did see the Giglis.
LDG: Or hear about them even if he didn’t see them. They were that close.
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BB: Well, the thing about it though, is Sam was a real visual guy. You have to remember
he left Italy probably twelve to fourteen years old. [. . .] We don’t know the exact date he
left Italy, but he was born in ’78, 1878.3 So, to tell this peasant, this child like that about
the Gigli—He, he probably saw them. [. . .]
LDG: [. . .] Tell me a little about what you do? I mean this was a hobby, this research
project, or a family project? What do you do professionally?
BB: Well, no, I used to be a writer. [. . .] And then I didn’t make [. . .] the kind of money
that I needed to make. Now, I’m in the property business. I own a couple small
businesses.
LDG: But how did you meet Ed [Landler]? How did this project start?
<<Figure A.13 (1) near here>>
BB: [. . .] I met Ed at a Christmas party of John Outterbridge , who used to be the director
of the Watts Towers Arts Center. And [. . .] of course, John was the charismatic voice
that really built the Center the way it is. [. . .] And then we kind of just exchanged phone
numbers because I told him about this project. [. . .] Being who I was, I was very
fortunate [. . .] in that all the old pioneers would [. . .] give me their cooperation, just
because I was a Rodia family member. [. . .] ’Cause you know there’s [. . .] numerous
people who come up off the street and call me and want interviews and it’s only a very
select few that—
LDG: I feel fortunate [laughs].
BB: But, you know, you’re an old friend of the project and the Italian Cultural Institute,
so of course. [. . .] So Seymour Rosen, who was [. . .] one of the old pioneers to [. . .]
photograph the Towers extensively, promoted the Towers extensively, helped save the
Towers back in the stress test days. He called me one day, I’d been in town for a year or
two, and he said, “you know what you need is [. . .] you need to get an interview with
Buckminster Fuller. ’Cause he loves the Towers.” I’m like, “oh, ok.” So then [. . .]
Seymour called me back a couple weeks later and he told me, “okay,” I talked to Allegra
Fuller, Bucky’s daughter. [. . .]
LDG: Allegra Fuller Snyder.
BB: Yeah, Allegra Fuller Snyder. [. . .] Seymour talked to her and then she said, “Yeah
I’ll talk to my father.” So then [. . .] I got a call from the Fuller Institute and they said,
“Well, send us a little […] prospectus.” So then [. . .] they named a date, time, and a place
and basically they said, “Be there or be square.” [. . .] So I called Ed and I ask him if he
could set up a camera crew. [. . .] And then after that we decided [. . .] yeah, we’ll go
ahead and try to start the film. [. . .] Ed suggested to get [. . .] initial funding from the
NEA, which we did. And then we got some other grants on top of that and corporate
contributions and then we started the film.
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LDG: Are you happy with its outcome? Has it been distributed to your satisfaction?
BB: Yeah. [. . .] It’s going okay. I mean, of course this film has [. . .] a limited niche
audience. Although, [. . .] actually, just the story [it’s] a great story. The film is made in
such a way that [. . .] it’ll never really be dated. Just the kind of materials that we used in
it, the way we shot the interviews. [. . .] There’s nothing contemporary or noncontemporary about the piece, so we feel [. . .] it’ll continue selling [. . .] on a steady
basis, into perpetuity. [. . .] We got our last quarter royalty check from the distributor and
we were [. . .] kind of surprised [. . .] we received a number of licensing orders. [. . .]
’Cause we sell the DVD in a couple ways. And one way we sell it is, if you want to show
it to a small audience for money, then we sell a DVD with a licensing agreement. And
we’re starting to sell some of those which, besides just individual DVDs, I find kind of
interesting.
LDG: [. . .] You need to have it subtitled in various languages! That’s become an issue.
BB: Right.
LDG: For example, Italian subtitles would be nice, you know.4 [. . .] I wanted to ask you
a couple of other kinds of questions. [. . .] And they have to do with Sam and the
community around him in Watts and his relationship to [. . .] the immigrants around him.
Do you know much about that?
BB: [. . .] Well, Watts was a mixed community and [. . .] the one thing they had in
common I think, they were lower middle class working people. And [. . .], you know,
Watts had Asians, [. . .] Hispanics, Blacks, and [. . .] I think that when Sam moved down
to 107th [. . .] I think he was just an obsessed individual. And I think he minded his own
business and just did what he did with the Towers. [. . .] Also, he was [. . .] active at a
certain point in an evangelical movement.
LDG: That was my next question. Can you elaborate on that?
BB: Yeah, well we never knew anything about that. [. . .] One time they had some
function at the Towers and they called me down there. [. . .] And I was down there
talking to people and a lady slipped a handbill, which appears in the movie, into my hand
and said, “you know your great uncle was a preacher, an evangelist.” And as quick as she
shoved that in my hand she was gone. [. . .] I read it later and I was surprised. So then I
did a little research regarding that and found out that he teamed up with [. . .]—I think the
guy’s name was Manuel Gonzalez—he was from [. . .] Wilmington, Long Beach, South
Bay area, down there, and [. . .] had a radio program and Sam was the [. . .] keynote
speaker.
LDG: On the radio?
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BB: [. . .] The handbill I had was advertising a tent revival. [. . .] All over, they were all
over L.A., or Los Angeles County, I should say, El Monte—[. . .] He didn’t really get
going till he was in his mid-fifties.
LDG: That’s true.
BB: Now, you asked me what I learned about Sam? [. . .] The kind of life lesson is, [. . .]
you get into your mid-forties, man, and you’re just starting.
LDG: Just starting to fly.
BB: The Rodias and the Colacurcios, we have a long family history of having two, if not
three careers. [. . .] None of us really get going [. . .] until after sixty years old.
LDG: Hmm. Is that true of your cousins and everyone?
BB: Yeah, most everybody.
LDG: Are you in touch with your family?
BB: Yeah.
LDG: Are you close? You’re all close?
BB: Yeah.
LDG: And where do they all live? Still in the Martinez area?
BB: Mostly, yeah.
LDG: So, we were talking about his religious [. . .] background. In relation to your family
would that be like a huge departure? Was your family also [. . .] religious?
BB: Well, they were all Catholic.
LDG: [. . .] Didn’t they argue about that too? Didn’t Sam’s sort of anticlerical rants
sometimes—?
BB: Well, [. . .] I think that a lot of southern Italians had a mistrust of religion in a certain
sense. I don’t think that Sam Colacurcio was [. . .]. He didn’t attend mass. Sam Rodia, [. .
.] he was spiritual naturally. I mean [. . .], you have to be spiritual in a certain sense to do
what he did because, [. . .] whatever you want to call it [. . .], there was a lot of spirit
flowing through him. Wherever that came from—if you want to say that was God or
something. But he was hooked into something, so it was only natural that [. . .] his
evangelistic days would evolve sooner or later.
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LDG: And there’s also talk of the Towers being used in a religious way—the baptisms.
BB: Yeah, they used to do baptisms in there [phone rings]. And I think Sam used to do it
too. [. . .] Sam had that evangelistic background. [. . .] I think that evolved [. . .] probably
just turned into—[. . .] Straight up, he’s a hundred feet up there and it’s like concrete is
flowing out of his fingertips. And [. . .] I think after that, he probably didn’t need it in that
kind of formal setting anymore because he was kind of it. And then, in his later years, I
don’t believe he was religious, but the last couple days of his life, I think he took
confession and communion. But [. . .] I think that would be a natural thing to do.
LDG: [. . .] Who was with him in his last days?
BB: [. . .] Close family members. The Sullivans mostly.
LDG: [. . .] So of the entire clan, are you the one who’s done most in relation to the
Towers?
BB: Oh absolutely.
LDG: [. . .] What does your family think about that?
BB: [. . .] Well, you know, the first ten years maybe, they were very skeptical, but
cooperative. And now, of course [. . .] it’s not so much me, but it’s the fact that [. . .] Sam
and the Towers are memorialized [. . .] in a way that [. . .] will be around for a long time,
and I think they’re happy about that.
LDG: And do you think it’s appropriate that the Italian presence be [. . .] highlighted a
little bit? Because it hadn’t. People didn’t even know he was Italian.
BB: Oh, it’s critical, man. You can just tell from the interview what all I’ve been saying.
[. . .] I don’t say this in any kind of negative or derogatory way [. . .], believe me, [. . .]
but there’s a lot of extemporaneous talk about how the Towers fit in within the
community and all that. [. . .] That’s all well and fine, but Rodia was Italian [. . .]. His life
story should be put into a big time feature film. [. . .] It’s a hundred percent, a thousand
percent Italian: [. . .] the great historical legacy of art and architecture and engineering, [.
. .] the great earthiness of southern Italy. [. . .] There might be some moths buzzing
around the flame, but the flame—that’s Italian, and you never change it. [. . .] I stay away
from politics. But anybody who knows anything about the Towers and Rodia [. . .], you
have to face the fact. [. . .] I personally am the world’s foremost expert on the Watts
Towers and Ed Landler is probably a close number two to me, [. . .] because I’m a family
member [. . .] I was exposed to information that nobody else could possibly get. [. . .]
Everything we say about [the] historical basis regarding the story [. . .] it’s all evidenced
by facts, public record, documents. [. . .]
LDG: But the Towers have become a symbol for the community as well. Don’t you see
that as a positive thing?
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BB: Yeah, that’s great. [. . .] But, [. . .] the symbolism of the Towers, it doesn’t stop. One
thing we haven’t talked about here is the attempt of the City to demolish the Towers. [. .
.] They could have demolished them if they would have tried hard enough. [. . .] The
symbolism, I don’t want to verbalize it, because, really it’s something you have to feel.
But that symbolism of them trying to pull the Towers down and instead it flipped up their
trucks with the big booms. [. . .] It’s just a really potent symbol.
LDG: And what about [. . .] the Towers as a symbol for the City? Some people are
promoting that [as] an appropriate symbol for the entire City.
BB: [. . .] I really try to say this without prejudice—that the story of Rodia, [. . .] right
now, it should be promoted worldwide. Because if you look at what that old man did [. .
.]—the self-reliance, the courage, the thrift [. . .] with which he lived his life and built
those Towers—when, you know, just to get an approval to build something on Wilshire
Boulevard—it takes millions and millions and millions of dollars. Just to get the
approval, to get the entitlements. [. . .] The hard work, the self-sacrifice [. . .]. It’s a really
powerful story. [. . .] You don’t have anything to sell. You’re just gonna be poor. And
that’s America. We don’t have anything to sell. Everybody’s trying to figure out, “well
what are we gonna do and we gotta pump more money into this and get more money to
that and we gotta put another trillion dollars [. . .] out to try to get this thing jumpstarted.”
[. . .] We have nothing to sell. And those are words right out of Sam’s mouth. Of course,
we’re broke and we always will be, until we figure out that America has to reindustrialize
to lead [. . .] the world into the twenty-second century, with new technologies. [. . .] Then
we’ll be out of this mess. And that comes directly from Sam’s philosophy.
LDG: So, why don’t the Towers get the respect you think they deserve? Do you think
they’re being cared for well enough?
BB: No. [. . .] There’s no money in it for ’em. [. . .] They’re located in South Central. I
think that’s one factor in [. . .] a masterpiece landmark located in an area like that and
have a heavy flow of tourism down there. And I don’t say that that’s mal-administration
by the city. I just say that that’s the way the world works.
LDG: Well the community would say, fix up our poverty and then the Towers would be
big. So—
BB: Well, if you learn any lesson from Rodia and the Towers, poverty—that’s
synonymous with an impoverished spirit and self-image. And nobody can do that for you.
You gotta do it yourself. That’s what the Towers stand for.
LDG: Can the Towers help that spirit?
BB: If [. . .] the people are receptive to it. I don’t know. [. . .] It’s: I better get it together
and find strength within and get myself up out of here. And [. . .] get back to family
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values [. . .]: hard work, education, sacrifice this generation for the good of the next. [. . .]
It’s not about drug addiction, alcoholism.
LDG: And yet he went through that himself.
BB: Yeah, right. But he came out. You know, it’s a classic story element: [. . .] tension
leading to crisis, crisis leading to fall, fall leading to redemption by a heroic act. That’s
what it was. [. . .] the lesson of the Towers is self-reliance, courage, redemption in
yourself. You know, nobody’s gonna give anybody a handout in this world, man. We’re
all on our own.
LDG: It seems to me that there’s a communal message in the Towers themselves. You
know, calling them Nuestro Pueblo, and he seemed to be speaking to the people around
him. Do you think that’s true?
BB: Yeah.
LDG: What was he telling them? He seemed to [. . .] love humanity.
BB: Yeah, he did. He built the Towers so they could be seen. You know, he didn’t build
like miniature Towers and stick ’em in his closet. A lot of people ask me why did he
build the Towers, what was his motivation? ’Cause I’ve been to several hundred
interviews and [. . .] screenings and that’s normally the first question that’s asked. [. . .]
Ed and I find [it] kind of, not humorous in a negative way, but we always smile to
ourselves. [. . .] The first question is: why did he do it? And our question is: well, you just
saw the film and you just heard him speak! Because he wanted to do something. He says
it, “I’m a gonna do something. I wanna do something great.” “Like they never got ’em in
the world.” That’s why he did it. He wanted to inspire people with this beauty and
structure. [. . .] It’s there for people to see and people to take what they can take. And it’s
just this fantastic archetypal story and lesson there for the few who can realize it and get
the message. Then your life could be changed.
LDG: So you have to go and stand beneath the Towers to understand what they’re about?
BB: Absolutely.
LDG: I agree about that.
BB: Absolutely. And another thing is that you can’t understand the Towers unless you’re
up at the ninety-nine foot height level of the tallest tower and then you can really
understand them. That’s one thing that I do want to say: the [. . .] City doesn’t take care
of the Towers like they should. [. . .] They should have a method for putting a dome up
over the Towers in the wintertime to deflect some of the rain that comes down. Put it up,
take it down. Put it up in November, take it down about this time of year [i.e., March]. [. .
.] Once every three or four years they should close the Towers for about six or nine
months and completely go through the most [. . .] pressing [. . .] areas of deterioration and
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fix those. Number three: [. . .] when they repair the Towers, they call it conservation. [. .
.] I disagree with conservation. It should be restoration and they need to restore the
Towers [. . .] so that you never [. . .] realize that they’ve been repaired [answers
telephone].
Like I said to many people: [. . .] I took a couple of the garden sculptures which I
have in my possession, and they were in bad shape. And I hired a [. . .] guy from El
Salvador and his helper, who had come up in the old kind of feudal system down there,
where he apprenticed out when he was seven years old to restore the [. . .] Spanish-built
structures [. . .] two, three-hundred years old down there. [. . .] We restore the Towers.
You get these looks: “Restoration? Oh my god! [. . .] They have to be conserved.” [. . .]
It’s like if you stack up a Ferrari and then you rebuild it [. . .] so that you can’t tell it was
wrecked, right? [. . .] You spend a lot more time in Italy than me. You see how they do it
there. They just put up the scaffold and [. . .] start restoring the structures. [. . .] They put
it together like it’s never [. . .] deteriorated in the first place.
LDG: Actually, you get both models, you know. Once it’s on a historic registry nobody
can intervene. It is what it is and you do not rebuild the Coliseum. [. . .]
BB: No, but what I’m saying is [. . .] for instance, one time when we were in Italy
shooting the Galleria in Naples [. . .], the Galleria Umberto (that’s in the film), all the
inside of it, they completely restored it. It was all falling apart—the gargoyles and the
angels and all that, [. . .] the area right around the dome superstructure. [. . .] I mean, what
do you do? [. . .] Just use some common sense, man! That’s all.
LDG: [laughs] That may be asking a lot. Who knows? [. . .] So, the Towers continue to
be always at the center of controversy.
BB: [. . .] They always will be.
LDG: Why?
BB: It’s the nature of the beast. Because there was that kind of spirit and energy that went
into those things, like a little piece of heaven built on earth here. And [. . .] it came from,
[. . .] like Bucky Fuller would say, a soul of cosmic inspiration. And [. . .] that’s just the
effect it’s gonna have. And if it didn’t have that effect [. . .] I would be disappointed.
LDG: What do you think can be done for the welfare of the Towers in the future?
BB: I think that they need to put a plan together. [. . .] First of all, they need more of a [. .
.] maintenance schedule [. . .]. They need to shield them in the rainy season. They need to
get more people there. [. . .] Every other year, they could put up some scaffolding on the
big tower and let people climb up there. [. . .]
LDG: [. . .] Do you see this conference in Genoa as a positive thing? What could
international attention do?
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BB: [. . .] Yeah, I see it as a real positive thing. [. . .] They need to be promoted. That’s
all. But it’s hard to promote something that’s not gonna make money.
LDG: Are you saying they should make money?
BB: [. . .] Well I don’t think the potential for the Towers to [. . .] generate a huge cash
flow is there. It’s not Disneyland. Or it’s not the [. . .] Getty Museum with a multi-billion
dollar trust to fund it.
LDG: But couldn’t the Getty put some of its funds there?
BB: No, I absolutely disagree with that.
LDG: Why?
BB: ’Cause Getty should [have] stayed in the oil business. [. . .] You can buy things, but
you can’t ever create something like the Towers no matter how much money you have. [.
. .] Sam, he didn’t build that for those kind of entities. He built that for regular people like
you and me.
LDG: But my point was getting financial support from institutions. Is that not
something—?
BB: I have no comment on that. [. . .] The last thing I want to say is: my stance on Sam
and the Towers is very apolitical. [. . .] I know them for what I found them to be. And I
know Sam for who he was and also what I found him to be. [. . .] It is what it is and [. . .]
it will be what it will be. And hopefully [. . .] more people will find out about them and
the story behind them. That’s it.
[. . .]
LDG: About the Hispanic [. . .] connection to the Towers and to Rodia . . .
BB: [. . .] There were those lost years there. And according to what he said and what we
believe [that] he traveled around extensively in Mexico and also [. . .] maybe South
America. [. . .] and we know that he married [. . .] a Latin lady, possibly Mexican, Benita
Rodia, in [. . .] Long Beach. Whether it was common law or whatever, she took the last
name as Rodia. We never found public records, marriage certificate, evidence that they
had been legally married. And [. . .] Manuel Gonzalez, that was a Mexican church. That
was [. . .] evangelista. [. . .] There was a huge [. . .] Hispanic, Mexican, Latin influence
on Sam. And that’s something that’s never been explored. There’s a lot of [. . .] AfroAmerican reference to Sam [. . .] because where the Towers are, but [. . .] in his day there
was a big Hispanic population there and [. . .] I believe Sam spoke Spanish too.
LDG: Oh he did, yeah. Probably better than English.
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BB: [. . .] I don’t know. But [. . .] he obviously spoke Spanish and [. . .] he was attuned to
the people and the culture. [. . .] Lot[s] of his neighbors were Hispanic, [. . .] the tent
revivals. [. . .] He went to a Latin-based church apparently, after his evangelical career
was over.

Appendix C.2 Interview with Brad Byer
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C.3 Interview with Edward Landler, I Build the Tower Filmmaker, by Luisa Del
Giudice
Los Angeles, California, 2009
[Transcribed by Claire Lavagnino]
Edward Landler: [. . .] I came out to Los Angeles [. . .] at the age of six. [. . .] Grew up in
Canoga Park [. . .] Went to Chatsworth High School. [. . .] I remember seeing the Watts
Towers first, when [. . .] I was about ten or eleven years old [. . .] shortly after the [. . .]
stress test. [. . .] I remember [. . .] in 1965, when I was 16, on the day that summer school
was over, [. . .] some friends of mine were driving down the 110 Freeway, the Harbor
Freeway [. . .] to go to the beach (we were going to Redondo Beach or Manhattan Beach)
[. . .], and noticing some smoke over to the east and wondering what that was [. . .] and
discovering [. . .] it was the Watts’ Riots.
[. . .] I went to Yale as an undergraduate. [. . .] While there, I was a fellow of the
experimental five-year B.A. program, which was funded by the Carnegie Foundation. I
don’t think there were more than somewhere between ten or fifteen students in the
program every year. [. . .] My class was the third group of students [. . .] [The] Carnegie
Foundation paid [. . .] for the students to go to anywhere in the non-Western world they
wanted to go to if they could find a job to support themselves. So I wound up in India [. .
.] working for the Global Board of Methodist Ministries. [. . .] They loved to introduce
me as their Jewish Methodist missionary! [. . .]
I was writing documentary film scripts for the Ecumenical Urban Institute in
Calcutta [. . .] about social service initiatives and programs. [This was] my first real film
training [. . .], although I’d already shot something in high school on 16 millimeter. But
while I was in Calcutta [. . .] I met [. . .] Satyajit Ray, the Indian film director who made
The Apu Trilogy. [. . .] He sort of took me under his wing and he really taught me how to
think in terms of film. [. . .] He was finishing editing one film, writing the script for his
next film, and he allowed me to observe the production of that film. [. . .] Then I went
back to Yale for two more years. My [. . .] advisor for my last two years was a film
historian named Jay Leyda. [. . .] He wrote the definitive history of Soviet film as well as
of Chinese film. He also [. . .] translated all of Sergei Eisenstein’s works into English. He
was at the Moscow Film School back in the Thirties. [. . .] I was able to observe the
production of The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie [. . .]. I can’t say [Buñuel] took me
under his wing, but he was very kind to me. [. . .] And I would say he taught me how to
see. [. . .] I came back to the United States. I was in New York for a couple of years [. . .].
I was an assistant editor. [. . .] Came back to Los Angeles in the mid-Seventies and [. . .]
wound up putting together a promotional film about a [. . .] black Boys Club in South
Central L.A. Now it’s the Challengers Boys and Girls Club at Vermont and 50th. [. . .] I
was also teaching drama and photography there.
[. . .] Throughout the Eighties I was also working in independent films. [. . .] I
worked on Gregory Nava’s El Norte, and on a few movies [. . .] for Roger Corman. I was
also one of the founders of the Independent Feature Project West, a major non-profit
organization for the support of independent filmmakers. [. . .] It’s now called Film
Independent and they give out the annual Independent Spirit Awards [. . .]. When did
they start doing that? 1984. [. . .] And then, in the early Eighties, getting involved in the
Watts Towers and meeting Brad Byer—[. . .] turned into a twenty-year project [laughs] [.
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. .] to create a comprehensive and definitive documentary on the Watts Towers and the
life of their creator.
Luisa Del Giudice: [. . .] How were you attracted to this project? What about it made it
compelling to you?
EL: [. . .] Well, I had been involved with the Towers, with the Arts Center there. I met
John Outterbridge in 1979. [. . .] I [. . .] was involved with a couple of community groups.
I did a short film [. . .] built around the opening of a food co-op in Watts [. . .] in the early
Eighties. [. . .] While I was at the Arts Center, John introduced me to Brad Byer [. . .]
And [. . .] the more I learned from him, [. . .] about the family aspect and the research that
Brad had done, the more I saw that this really was [. . .] not just, a cute quaint little old
immigrant. This is a story that I think went to the heart of: why does anyone create
anything and what does art do? I mean, here was an inarticulate man, but what he
articulated in these Towers [. . .] was [. . .] something central to what makes us human
and what [. . .] gives humanity a way to view itself and understand [. . .] what is
important. [. . .] It took a long time [laughs]. [. . .] I’m one of those people who says, “If
I’m gonna do something damn it, no matter how long it’s gonna take, I’m gonna do it.”
There are a few projects [laughs] like that in my life that I’m still working on. [. . .] I
essentially see myself as a storyteller. I’m also [. . .] an oral storyteller, as well as a
writer. [. . .] For me, stories are the way [. . .] humanity has found to organize reality. [. .
.] All that we know from this life comes from stories and I felt that this was a central
story [. . .] of human aspiration [. . .].
LDG: [. . .] What were some of the biggest challenges for you and what were some of the
greatest satisfactions from this project?
EL: [. . .] Always, the biggest challenge is finding money. [. . .] The Towers get
wonderful lip service from everyone, but when it comes down to money, especially in
Los Angeles, they are more reluctant. [. . .] You know, the first monies we were able to
raise for the project came from outside Los Angeles. [. . .] Whatever money would come
from Los Angeles, [. . .] came in little dribs and drabs. I mean, the first large funding that
came for this [. . .] was the $20,000 from Olivetti in Italy and then the $50,000 from the
National Endowment for the Arts. But, [. . .] from that time on, [. . .] it was like pulling
teeth.
[. . .]
One of the problems is that [. . .] Rodia didn’t have a pedigree. [. . .]. He was a
relatively uneducated man who [. . .] just built this on his own. And he also [. . .] chose to
build this in what turned out to be the wrong part of town. And Watts itself gets a
tremendous amount of lip service about what we gotta do there. But, as was already noted
back in the Seventies and Eighties, [. . .] it is [. . .] the victim of so-called benign neglect,
and not so benign sometimes. [. . .]
Los Angeles is a Gold Rush town. People come here to make money. [. . .] The
people with money [. . .] ignore the fact that that part of the city exists. This is not just
true of Watts. [. . .] This is a city segregated by distance. [. . .] I think it’s developers’
creed in Los Angeles: anything east of La Cienega and south of Wilshire doesn’t exist,
you can’t make money there. [. . .] But, [. . .] so many people have always felt [. . .] [the]
immediate area around the Towers could be built up. If the Towers themselves can [. . .]
be [. . .] supported by the city in such a way [as] to bring attention to it, [. . .] it could be
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used as a springboard for real development. [. . .] That’s never happened. Whether it ever
will, well, we’ll find out as we go along. [. . .]
Anyway, you know Hollywood has a way of wanting to say how much they
support the poor, and want to do social justice [. . .] but they’ve never really looked in
their own backyard. [. . .] The other challenge of course was [. . .] the official city attitude
toward the Towers. Well, you know they’re stuck with it. [. . .], the ownership of the
Towers is in the hands of the State. And the city’s supposed to take care of them. [. . .]
The original Committee for the Towers found, back in the Seventies, that the original
restoration work was horribly shoddy, where you see slicked cement put on, instead of
that wonderful [. . .] mortar mix that Rodia put on. Of course, you’ll never be able to
match what Rodia did, [. . .] but I believe conservation restoration means [. . .] it should
be aesthetically in tune. [. . .] But that’s another story. [. . .].
LDG: And present conservation? What do you think about that?
EL: It’s lousy. [. . .] It’s a stop-gap measure. [. . .] One of the challenges, in terms of
conservation, [. . .] was that for so many years there was scaffolding up there, throughout
the Eighties and throughout the Nineties. [. . .] I understand, yes, that water has seeped in
through the cracks at times, [. . .] the steel inside has rusted, that cement had to be broken
into, [. . .] and the rebar, the re-enforcement, had to be replaced with other steel and then
you cover it up again and then [. . .] you put the mosaic back as it was [. . .] as close to the
original. [. . .] Except, [. . .] does the replacement come close, does it follow in the
aesthetic way [. . .] that Rodia worked [. . .]? Or are they making a mess of it? [. . .] Are
they creating “generic” towers [. . .]? They have an extensive photo database to show
them what it looked like before and [. . .] any number of people can show [. . .] that [. . .]
it doesn’t look right anymore. [. . .] It isn’t that the mosaic was lost. [. . .] Why aren’t the
pieces back up there? [. . .] They simply have not been returned in their proper place. [. .
.]
Rodia’s original work is not shoddy whatsoever. He was very careful. He didn’t
want a little piece of cement, you know, on the mosaic itself. Everything was done so, so
carefully [. . .] You can always tell the restoration work because it’s messy. [. . .] In terms
of craftsmanship, it’s unacceptable. In other places they have put some kind of coating
over wall panels that changes [. . .] the original color. [. . .] And he [Rodia] was a pioneer
[. . .] in introducing [. . .] oxide dyes into the cement for these particular colors. [. . .] I
don’t think anybody has really cared about that. [. . .] And millions of dollars have, I feel,
been spent and wasted. [. . .]
You don’t have to be an expert [. . .] to say if it’s good or not. [. . .] They are
saying there are cracks appearing again. Are these cracks in the same places as where the
cracks originally appeared? [. . .] I think, you know, both the city and the state want to
wash their hands of it. [. . .] But I can’t help but feel, having been in Europe and seen the
kinds of restoration and conservation work done so lovingly [. . .] [on] works of art going
back to the Middle Ages and the Renaissance [. . .] that there is another kind of approach.
And to say [. . .] the Watts Towers [. . .] weren’t built by “real architects,” well, excuse
me, Rodia [. . .] happened to be an intuitive genius. [. . .] He did something remarkable.
He built structures the height of a ten-story building with only a fourteen-inch foundation.
And its one of the most stable structures on the face of the earth, [. . .] because of his
structural engineering. [. . .] Anything that a human being can make, can be examined
and restored and conserved [. . .] in a way compatible with how it was first made. [. . .]
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LDG: How would you solve this problem if you had the power to solve it?
EL: [. . .] I regard myself more as an independent activist. [. . .] I will support them [the
CSRTW] in what they want to do. [. . .] Once I was finished with the movie I thought:
okay, I’ll just get it done. But you know, I still seem to be attached at the hip with the
Towers. I think it is a matter of finding [. . .] conservation experts who are [. . .] more
familiar with [. . .] traditional ways of [. . .] mortar building.
You know, Rodia came from a late nineteenth century, early twentieth century
tradition of [. . .] mortar work. [. . .] I think this is something that was in Rodia’s blood.
The broken tile mosaic—traditional Italian form. I think what’s needed is someone who
comes from a traditional artisanship, craftsmanship background, working with traditional
forms, traditional ways of mixing mortar, [. . .] using different, more eclectic materials
than we have in our cement work today. [. . .] I think [. . .] you have to get away from the
textbooks. [. . .] I think this calls for real[ly] getting your hands dirty on the job and
seeing and having the experience, [. . .] [not] textbooks of “well this is accepted practice.”
Rodia didn’t care about that. And [. . .] what Rodia did [. . .] is [not] all that complicated
that [it] could not be figured out. [. . .] Bureaucracies [. . .] tend to [. . .] go the path of
least resistance. [. . .]
LDG: Well this is a good time to introduce the question of [. . .] the Italian element. [. . .]
Do you think it’s important to understand his cultural background in order to understand
the Towers? You’ve been back to Italy. Tell me about your experience with that.
EL: [. . .] Oh, absolutely. [. . .] He left Italy, he was thirteen or fourteen years old. I mean,
this is in his blood--[. . .] his understanding of mortar, his understanding of mosaic. [. . .]
He wasn’t in the building trades as a child. [. . .] He came from a farming family. But,
these were things he saw all around him [. . .] we demonstrate in the film. [. . .] The
memories of his childhood, which he physically embodied in the Towers. He does a great
ship pointed east. I think it’s pointed east back to where he came from [laughs]. [. . .] So
much of what went into the Towers comes from his memories as a child in Southern Italy
[. . .] Campania. [. . .], so much of the heart of the American immigrant experience [. . .].
When you see people coming to the Towers, no matter their background, there is
an overwhelming sense of “wow look at how, how this rises to the sky!” From its roots in
the earth, this heavy, heavy material seems to lift itself up so lightly. [. . .] We all come
from firmly embedded roots and we reach for the sky. [. . .] We turn towards the sun.
This is what humanity is meant to do. [. . .] And there is such a [. . .] deep and universal
sense of what it is to grow through creation. [. . .] That’s what the Towers are and it
speaks to everyone. He happened to come from an Italian background and there are so
many elements of Italian heritage in there. But, I think everyone [. . .] sees the parallels in
their own lives. [. . .]
[. . .] The city putting the fence around it and the scaffolding for years, you know,
it’s almost as if the city was trying to separate the Towers from the community. [. . .] This
is their monument. [. . .] Nobody wanted to touch it in ’65 during the riots. [. . .] It stood
for something. It is a reflection of all our aspirations [. . .] for something better. [. . .]
There are reasons for the riots in ’65, or in ’92 as well. There are disparities in our culture
which have never been addressed. And [. . .] perhaps we’re coming to a time when the
vast resources and wealth of this country [. . .] may not be enough to cover up those
continuing disparities [. . .] growing greater and greater. [. . .]
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LDG: Do you think that [. . .] Rodia’s own politics and sense of social justice are
expressed there in the Towers?
EL: Yeah, oh, absolutely. I mean, he himself had his own idiosyncratic view of history.
He got his history wrong in a lot of places. But, [. . .] he got the spirit. [. . .] I think there
[. . .] are two ways of going through the world where you get [. . .] a comprehensive view
of the levels of society and how they interact. [. . .] If you’re up at the top (although
because you’re up at the top you don’t see all the way down) you don’t really know what
it’s like to [. . .] have a hard time. But [. . .], if you’re at the bottom you see all the way to
the top. [. . .] Maybe, it partially turns out to be envy, but it’s not just that. It is a sense of
“gosh is this fair?” [. . .]
Rodia was [. . .] coming to this country at a time of great prejudice against any
immigrant, no matter where they’re coming from. [. . .] He got kicked around a lot. [. . .]
He came with the sensibility [. . .] after the [. . .] Unification of Italy, [. . .] the great [. . .]
nationalist cries for freedom. [. . .] It’s right there in so many of Verdi’s works. Despite
the melodrama, Il Trovatore, [. . .] is about: how do we have justice and how are we all
brothers under the skin? [. . .] His coming to the United States, [the] America land of
opportunity and discovering: “Oh wait a second. I got a thick accent. I can’t get a good
job.” [. . .] I think he was very sensitive to [. . .] those issues because he was poor, [. . .]
that universality, the [. . .] desire for fairness, desire for justice that [. . .] is part of what
draws people to the Towers and why those Towers became a beacon of freedom and
initiative. [. . .] “I did this all by myself.” That is [. . .] how we find a sense of equality, [.
. .] through our initiative [. . .]. We all have equal talents, equal skills to contribute [. . .]
in different areas.
LDG: Now, the [. . .] Towers are in an area that is becoming increasingly Latino. [. . .]
How does the Latino population get integrated into the work?
EL: [. . .] At this point I don’t think that has happened. I think it is something that’s
ongoing because the kids are there [. . .] for the workshops. [. . .] They live there, they’re
close, they come in. While the Arts Center has traditionally been [. . .] African-American,
now the population of the immediate area is 50% Latino, 50% African-American
essentially. You have to accommodate that. [. . .]
LDG: Do you think they are, or will?
EL: [. . .] I don’t think it is a priority because right now the priority is survival. [. . .] You
don’t have sufficient staffing. [. . .] We just built this new Mingus Junior Arts Center and
there’s not enough money, though, to staff the original Arts Center for classes. [. . .]
Governments (state, city and federal), are always reactive, “oh gosh, how do we fix this?”
rather than seeing long-term. There’s little understanding of what is the basis of a healthy
society [laughs]. [. . .] Expediency, “Wow we got this money to build this building. We
don’t know what we’re gonna do with the building but let’s put it up there!” [. . .] That’s
another can of worms—they really brought more deterioration to the immediate area. It
has become less attractive for people to come there [. . .] and overlooks the needs of the
immediate population [. . .] and how the different ethnic backgrounds that comprise that
area can integrate. [. . .] Unfortunately, [. . .] during the Nineties [. . .] funding policies,
granting policies [. . .] have exacerbated the differences [. . .]
LDG: How so?
EL: [. . .] It came down to: we only have so much money. And it became a competition
among artists, among facilities with specific different backgrounds. Any kind of sense of
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integration, of creating a program which could serve [. . .] all the different communities
working together [. . .] was discouraged. [. . .] How can we bring everybody forward on
an equal basis? [. . .] It’s all demographics. [. . .] I think it’s easier for politicians to divide
and conquer. [. . .]
There [has] certainly been [. . .] coverage about [. . .] Latino/Black crime, [. . .]
exacerbated by how it’s covered. [. . .] I think that sense is heightened by [. . .] the
economic climate today—which has always been true of South Central, East L.A. I mean,
economically, they’ve always been poor. Nothing is new about what’s going on right
now, in terms of the economic structure of this country. [. . .] Living in Watts, five years
ago you could see there was a recession coming [laughs]. [. . .] I think that there [. . .] are
ways that kids are coming together in school. [. . .]
[. . .] I’ve worked with after school programs where [. . .] the children (teens of all
these different backgrounds), are working together. [. . .] Despite all the reports of the
violence, which is real, [. . .] the allure of violence as some kind of solution to frustration,
[. . .] is always gonna be there. But, I also have found [. . .] more and more, [. . .] they
don’t see their interactions with others as something contingent upon race or ethnic
background. [. . .] They do find things in common. [. . .] But when you are guided to be
concerned exclusively with power, rather than develop [. . .] an inclusive group to
improve your situation, you only want to [. . .] improve your edge over somebody
because somebody’s got the edge over you. [. . .]
Ultimately, racism is just a smokescreen for keeping the have-nots in their place.
You build up views of racism, ethnic conflict, to shove aside any threat to the economic
status quo. Let’s have them fight among each other rather than [. . .] work their way up. [.
. .] Turns out now [. . .] the “No Child Left Behind Act” is actually bringing down the
education levels of schools that were doing quite well before [. . .] categorization rules
got set in.
LDG: Now, Ed, you seem to have a keen sense of social [laughs] justice. Tell me, are you
involved in development or projects with Watts [. . .]?
EL: [. . .] Not really. [. . .] I’ve always maintained that involvement specifically around
the Watts Towers and in terms of the arts. [. . .] I’m simply concerned about [. . .] the
communication of these ideas, [. . .] offering a means for people to see for themselves
what’s out there in the world. [. . .] I don’t really feel I have the resources. I can’t make a
change by myself. No one can. [. . .] But I hope I have enough of a sense of what a
community is that I can add something. [. . .] Through our lifetimes I have seen the [. . .]
consistent diminishing of what I think is inherent in that brilliant social document called
the Constitution—the diminishing of [. . .] equity among all peoples (that we all should
have a fair chance). [. . .] Our lives in the past fifty years have been against the backdrop
of continuing consolidation of control of resources in the hands of the few. [. . .] Partially,
because of the changes in technology and the information media, we have become more
and more compartmentalized and isolated. [. . .] The community Town Hall sense of what
[. . .] local democracies are, I think, is almost lost in this country. [. . .] Given how people
have been forced to move around, traditional community structures have been broken
down in our lifetimes. [. . .] We are going through hard times [. . .] in the world as a
whole. [. . .] We are social animals, we live in communities, and how can individuals
support themselves by using their initiative to create a fairer society where everybody
gets [. . .] the chance to do what they want to do? [. . .] From Buñuel I’ve learned that
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being free is not doing whatever you want to do. It means working in solidarity with
those you love and respect. And, you know, unless there’s love and respect within a
community, that community’s bound to fail, because it’s not a community.
LDG: Now Watts seems to have a strong community. Do you agree?
EL: [. . .] Yes and no. [. . .] It’s getting old. [. . .]
LDG: You’ve helped award two of the old matriarchs of the community.
EL: Yeah. And they’re dying out. [. . .] Watts, [. . .] in the last fifty years, has become a
place where you come in, so you can get out of it. But it used to be a real community. [. .
.] I don’t blame them for that. However, it is the distractions of the mass media [. . .]
[that] remove people from a real sense of self in a community with other people. [. . .] It’s
just as true of middle class communities in the valley as it is in Watts. That sense of
really belonging. [. . .] An almost historical psychosis is taking over this world [laughs].
And just to bring it back to the Watts Towers, how refreshing it is to see the work of a
human being’s hands? And yes, he isolated himself. He was something a loner. But, his
work was such a presence in that community. He was certainly a part of it, whether he
would admit to that or not. [. . .] He made something which was a lasting presence in the
area. [. . .] He wanted that. We all want to be remembered. [. . .]
LDG: And then he left [. . .] the community, almost sort of defeated or disillusioned. [. . .]
Weren’t people getting hostile towards him?
EL: To some extent. [. . .] I think the immediate street, [. . .] the people across the street,
he would have breakfast with them. There was a community when he was there. But, [. .
.] after World War II [. . .] Watts was [. . .] bringing in cheap labor from the South to man
the war industries. [. . .] Building the projects—these impersonal [. . .] you can’t even call
’em “apartment houses” [. . .] no different from the mass housing you find in communist
countries—just as bland, just as stark, just as soulless. [. . .] Sticking people there so they
can man the defense industries and then after World War II, all the jobs were gone and,
boom, it was an instant ghetto.
So, no wonder the levels of violence started to rise. [. . .] And Rodia left. I think
he was somewhat more fearful because he didn’t understand [. . .] and couldn’t
communicate with the kids [. . .]. But also he was getting old. And it was all done. It was
finished. I think he just said: “what the heck am I doing here? I’m leaving. It’ll survive on
its own or not.” [. . .] As in so many times in his life, [. . .] it wasn’t something by
decision. Boy, parents say you gotta leave Italy, [. . .] such a complete change [. . .].
LDG: He was a wanderer.
EL: Well, wandering to find a place in America, then establishing a family and not being
able to maintain it, and becoming an alcoholic. And [. . .] walking out. [. . .] Basically,
being a hobo, apparently, seven or eight years, before he wound up in Los Angeles.
Sobering up and realizing, “oh I do have something to do. I will do this if nothing else. I
will build something big.” He built his purpose. He spent more than thirty years on that
purpose in this one place. How many of us these days stay in one place for thirty years? [.
. .]
I don’t think [. . .] he was so much disillusioned. I think he was really expecting
that he wasn’t going to be around very much longer and he didn’t want to die alone. It
really came down to that. And, boy, what a surprise—he lived another ten years. And [. .
.] his view of the world was really that of the Old World peasant—“I knew what it was
like to really live in a community once, where people are all together and they had the
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same situation.” [. . .] He could not understand what this country was or what it was
becoming. [. . .] [It] had forgotten about some things that were really necessary for long
term survival. [. . .] And this was just something very instinctive in him, [. . .] coming out
of a culture that was more in tune with nature. [. . .] Over fifty percent of the world [is]
living in cities now. We are out of tune with the rhythms of nature. [. . .] I’m really
curious to see how this story turns out.
LDG: Now you finished this major work of twenty years. What kind of reception has it
had? [. . .] As a result of where you’ve shown it, and the responses, is there anything you
would have done differently? [. . .]
EL: No, I think the film stands by itself. [. . .] There are small things about the editing I
might change [. . .] but [. . .] I think that in the venues it’s been shown, and the reception
it’s gotten from [. . .] those people whose opinions I respect, [. . .] it does touch people. [.
. .] It has been difficult, in terms of distribution, because [. . .] it does not fall into what I
call “the law of prevailing sentiment”—I mean what people think they can make money
on. [. . .] Perhaps it’s not sensationalistic enough. [. . .] Documentaries, of course, are a
hard market now. [. . .] But I think that the film will be just as valid ten years from now,
twenty years from now. [. . .] To see my film [. . .] being warmly received by an audience
at the Museum of Modern Art in a building [. . .] which houses Matisse and Picasso, [. . .]
well, I’m in good company.
LDG: So why is it that you’re getting [. . .] more attention outside Los Angeles than in
Los Angeles? And how can that be used to help the Towers?
EL: [. . .] Well, it has to do with what I was saying before [. . .] L.A., essentially, has
always been a Gold Rush town. You come here for movies. [. . .] The necessities of
budgets [. . .] But, [. . .] what does money stand for? [. . .] How can it be used? [. . .]
When I was growing up, I thought [. . .] America, that’s the future. Europe is just a big
museum. [. . .] But, there has been maintained in Europe (despite all the problems in Italy
or France with migration) [. . .] there is [. . .] throughout Western and Central Europe, [. .
.] still part of the education, [an] ingrained understanding of what community is. The
concept of the city-state grew there and [. . .] local forms of government are much more
solid. [. . .] L.A. is such a mess. [. . .]
LDG: Where’s your hope for the future? Do you think [. . .] continued international
attention, will help? [. . .]
EL: I’m as open to see what’s going on as anybody. I’m encouraged that people are
interested. [. . .] My gut instinct says the Towers aren’t gonna go away. They’re gonna be
there. At some point [. . .] people will realize: wow, that’s really remarkable [. . .]. Every
once in a while something appears about the Towers in the paper, [. . .] but we still don’t
know why. [. . .] If this conference [in Genova] helps in establishing the significance of
the Towers not as “oh, pat it on the head, look what a little old man did, isn’t folk art
nice,” the patronization of “oh, people who don’t have an education.” If it avoids that and
notes [. . .] this is significant in any number of ways that any serious work of art is
significant. You know, this doesn’t fall in the category of Grandma Prisbrey’s Bottle
Village or Howard Finster’s Bible Park in Georgia (or wherever it is). These were sort of
accumulations of stuff with no significant [. . .] unity or harmony in them. The Towers
exist as a remarkable piece in and of themselves. This was something that was worked
out as a unity. There are very few [. . .] works of outsider vernacular art that have this
kind of radiance [. . .].
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LDG: Now Outterbridge describes the Towers as sort of a blank slate onto which people
inscribe all kinds of meaning. Would you agree?
EL: To some extent. I have great respect for John. I think he’s a great artist. [. . .] When
he says blank slate, I don’t think he means that it is amorphous. But, it provides the tools,
it provides the background for people to hook up their own interests. [. . .] You know, the
Towers will never be complete because everyone will have their own interpretation. [. . .]
It touches something in us. I identify it with the sense of how humanity has for over
centuries [. . .] crawled out of the mud [. . .] and washed ourselves up and amended things
to make life easier for ourselves. And we are just an organic growth. [. . .] That’s what
the Towers are, [. . .] a starting page for anybody coming to it. [. . .] They make up their
own interpretation. And it’s not a matter of: either this interpretation is right and that
one’s wrong. No, that’s the wonderful thing about art. It’s both and. It’s not either or.
[. . .]
LDG: Tell me what you think the relationship between the Center and the Towers is.
Sometimes they seem like different worlds.
EL: Well, in a way, they are. The Center is trying to accommodate the kids, the
community. It is accommodating both in terms of offering classes and exhibition of art
from the area, exhibition of art out of the area that will help the community have a sense
[. . .] of themselves, and what they are capable of. [. . .]
It makes perfect sense that such a work of individual initiative like the Towers
should have an Arts Center attached to it. And I think it’s important that the Towers are
used—as they are—for the basis of classes. What do you see in the Towers that helps,
gives you a sense that you can make something? What are the shapes, forms that are part
of art? What are the feelings that you can incorporate in your life, that you want to
express? [. . .] Those Towers are a wonderful beacon. They stand up so high. [. . .]
The Towers are something complete in and of themselves, but they are a
metaphor and a symbol for something that’s happening in that Arts Center and you can’t
separate that. The work of the Center has to go on whether the Towers were there or not.
An Arts Center in such a community has its function. In a way, the Towers make it
easier, because it is so clear. It is right out there.
LDG: Ed, is there anything else you’d like to add? What are your projects for the future?
Are you going to be leaving the Towers behind?
EL: I don’t know. They keep pulling me back. [. . .] In terms of the Towers themselves, I
feel that I am probably one of the handful of people who knows more about them than
anyone else. And [. . .] my understanding of them can help. [. . .] I have made the work.
Boom, here’s the story of the Towers, do with it what you can, [. . .] and draw
understanding. [. . .] Cecil [Fergerson; see Introduction, this volume] has a fascinating
story. Cecil grew up in Watts, worked as a custodian, janitor at the County Museum of
Art, for seventeen years, [. . .] became the first African American curator of the arts at the
County Museum in the mid-Sixties. [. . .] The man is brilliant. Cecil has an immense
understanding of art. Cecil is considered the godfather of the African American arts in
Los Angeles. [. . .] He has a fantastic collection. He advises others on collection. His face
is on the Watts Towers Arts Center because he initiated the exhibitions when John
Outterbridge was [. . .] the director of the Arts Center.
[. . .]
LDG: What about the various administrations at the Arts Center? [. . .]
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EL: [. . .] Each of the different directors of the Arts Center over the years have had
different strengths, [. . .] and their ability to use those strengths has been [. . .] affected by
the level of city support and money (and actually listening to what’s going on there). [. .
.] I really feel that during the [Richard] Riordan administration—and of course there was
the ’92 riots. [. . .] John Outterbridge (after seventeen years), I really feel, was [. . .]
forced out of his position, took early retirement. [. . .] During the time John was there, the
Jazz Festival, the Day of the Drum Festival, were hugely popular. [. . .] That entire area
from Graham all the way to the Towers was packed, jammed full of people, you could
hardly move. [. . .] I don’t know if it was the riots of ’92 that did it (I think it was already
starting to happen), but the level of [. . .] support from Cultural Affairs dropped away. [. .
.]
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C.4. Interview with Rosie Lee Hooks, Watts Towers Arts Center Director, by Luisa
Del Giudice
Charles Mingus Youth Arts Center, Watts (Los Angeles), October 2, 2008
[Transcribed by Claire Lavagnino]
Luisa Del Giudice: It’s the second of October today, right?
Rosie Lee Hooks: [. . .] [laughs] I have no idea what day or year it is.
LDG: Well you just got over a big, big deal.
RLH: Yes, a twenty-seventh annual Watts Towers Day of the Drum Festival, a thirtysecond annual Simon Rodia Watts Towers Jazz Festival, and the grand opening of the
Charles Mingus Youth Arts Center, a tribute to Charles Mingus past, present, and future.
LDG: So you must be very happy, as well as exhausted.
RLH: I’m [. . .] exhausted. [. . .] These events are just another extension of who we are. [.
. .] I’m happy to be here. I’m happy to have finished those two events, but now we’re into
visiting schools program, neighborhood schools program, exhibition installations. So, it’s
just non-stop for us. [. . .] We do not have enough staff. [. . .]
LDG: So how do you allocate your energies and time?
RLH: [. . .] Whatever has to be done, I just do it. [. . .]
LDG: Well, it sounds like a lot of people are wanting your attention and your
involvement in different projects. I can’t count the number of Watts projects right now.
RLH: Absolutely.
LDG: Tell me [. . .] about that. And is that a good thing?
RLH: Well, [. . .] it’s a good thing because it focuses attention on [. . .] the Watts Towers
Arts Center and this whole Watts Towers campus. [. . .] Everybody wants a piece of the
Watts Towers. Everybody wants to be associated with the Watts Towers. We have to be
guarded sometimes and refuse some partnerships because we just can’t facilitate
everybody. [. . .] Everybody takes a piece of us and leaves. They don’t really give
anything back. The good thing is that there’s enough energy here, that was brought here
by Simon and the Committee for Simon Rodia Towers, and all of the art [. . .] directors of
the Arts Center, and all the wonderful instructors and mentors and masters. [. . .] So,
we’re a little guarded sometimes, on who we work with. However, we welcome all to
visit us and to be a part of us and experience us.
LDG: What do you think are the [. . .] strongest partnerships you have right now?
RLH: I think [. . .] the strongest partnerships are with my support groups, [. . .] I can’t say
enough. [. . .] We have a world music program with Cal Arts and a piano program. And
we also have an animation program [. . .]. Those two are pretty significant for us. And we
have our partnerships with community groups and organizations. [. . .] The Watts Village
Theater, [. . .] our community groups, the Committee for Simon Rodia Towers, who are
the guardians of the Towers [. . .] started by Bill Cartwright [. . .] And the Friends of the
Watts Towers Arts Center, which is [. . .] a main support group to [. . .] fill in where the [.
. .] Cultural Affairs Department or the City cannot. We’re a City-run facility; however,
arts dollars are very short and guarded at this point. Our Friends [. . .] underwrite some of
our programs. They [. . .] have a museum store here that continually [. . .] is raising
money so that we can [. . .] offer additional programming here.
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LDG: And there’s been a lot of controversy, it seems almost from the start, around the
Watts Towers. Why do you think that is? [. . .]
RLH: Probably because we’re in Watts. You know, Simon didn’t go to Beverly Hills. He
didn’t go to Bel Air. He came to Watts. [. . .] Why, I don’t know, but it’s a wonderful
loving community. We get a bad rap on all of the media here in southern California and
probably throughout the United States because they really don’t know who the people of
Watts are. Their concept [. . .] is that [. . .] we are gang-infested, welfare people, uncaring
families and all of that. However, we are a very caring community, very artistic
community, very rich in culture, and [. . .] we have very loving families who want the
same thing for their children that everybody else does. So, we’re about marketing this
community so that people can know other things about us. We have more foreign visitors
sometimes than domestic visitors and it’s in the end because of marketing. [. . .] The
media does not represent this community in a positive light so people are literally scared
to come down here. There is [. . .] negative energy and negative things going on in all
communities in and around Watts, but Watts gets the rap, mainly for being a violent
community, which we are not. Yes, there’s some violence going on here, as there is in all
other parts of Los Angeles.
LDG: How do you think you can effectively change that image?
RLH: Well, [. . .] we start with our young people. And we have a couple of partnerships.
Another partnership that we’re really proud of is one that we have with King Drew
Medical Magnet School. [. . .] And [. . .] our neighborhood schools program. When the
kids come [. . .] we have them say: “I am the most important person in the world. There’s
nobody more important than I am.” And I tell them to use that as their mantra. Every day
look in the mirror and let yourself know that. Also, I have them say: “If I stick to it, I can
do it.” Simon stuck to building those towers for thirty-three years; that’s clear evidence of
“if you stick to it you can do it.” So, that’s part of our mantra here to enlighten our young
people so they feel better about themselves, so they feel more productive about
themselves, so they know they can go out into the world and do whatever they want to
do. [. . .] We do have a marketing program [. . .]—a fundraising program actually—where
we’re marketing the Watts Towers and the Watts Towers campus through a “Heart of
Watts” program, [. . .] improving our image. We do a lot of documentation here. I’m a
filmmaker. [. . .] I think documentation is very, very important. If we don’t tell our story,
somebody else is and it’s not gonna be our story. So, [. . .] we’re going at it from all of
those angles. [. . .]
LDG: [. . .] Is Cultural Affairs supportive of what you’re doing [. . .]?
RLH: Cultural Affairs is very supportive of what I’m doing. There’ve been a lot of
changes. You know, we have a new General Manager now and it’s the same thing with
the Council people and the Mayor [Antonio Villaraigosa]. [. . .] So, we have to
continuously re-educate, and re-educate, and re-educate. So far, the General Manager,
Olga Garay, is very supportive of what we’re doing down here. [. . .] We still have to
fight for our fair share of the dollars. [. . .] It’s a work in progress.
LDG: Tell me about the relationship between the Towers and the Center. [. . .] What
relationship do you feel you have with the Towers themselves?
RLH: Well, a very strong relationship, an emotional relationship with the Towers. [. . .]
Because it gives me the energy I need to do what I need to do. Because it’s just such a
spiritual experience, just walking around, or just coming to work and looking at those
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Towers every day. We are the curator of the Towers and we manage the tour program for
the Towers. So we are directly involved with the Towers [. . .] on a daily basis.
LDG: Do you think it’s an appropriate [. . .] monument for Los Angeles [. . .] as an icon
and symbol, and why?
RLH: [. . .] One of our master artists who are very supportive of us, Kenzi Shiokava [. . .]
I did a film for MOCA [the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles] [. . .] (one of
their programs with Allan Kaprow). They enlisted [. . .] arts institutions around the city to
be involved in this project and we chose Trading Dirt [. . .]. And [. . .] it was just truly
amazing. [. . .] It was a symbolic trade—because Simon came here and he brought all of
this energy and this knowledge and he started this whole thing. And we have a lot of
artists who have come here and have traded their dirt, [. . .] so to speak, [. . .] their artistic
abilities and their knowledge, and so on. And we went down the street to Mr. and Mrs.
Pichado, who are right on the corner here, and yet you can see her yard, you can see she’s
a folk artist because you see all the doll heads and all the other things. And we went over
to Mr. Aguirre who’s another folk artist in the community and Kenzi Shiokava over in
the community, and John Outterbridge , and we went over to St. Elmo Village with
Dominique Moody. And all of them were readily available to us to trade dirt and trade
conversations on a spontaneous [. . .] kind of [. . .] activity. [. . .] I’ve never done a film
before where I didn’t have my shot list and I didn’t know what I was gonna do [. . .]. The
spontaneity [. . .] that generates conversation and storytelling [. . .]. It was a wonderful
experience of going around the community and bringing these artists together just to talk
[. . .].
LDG: I’ll look forward to seeing that.
RLH: Yes, it’s a forty minute piece; it’s being aired on Channel 35 now. [. . .] The film
never screened at MOCA, but it screened here. And the Allan Kaprow estate heard about
it and called saying “I heard you did one of the happenings” and [. . .] so I sent them (just
today actually), a copy of the picture. And [. . .] she sent me, a couple of weeks ago, two
original manuscripts of happenings that Allan Kaprow did, that we’re gonna put in our
library here at the Watts Towers Arts Center. So we’ll always have that partnership [. . .].
We also got the front page of The New York Times [. . .] talking about our picture, so that
was a major achievement for us.
LDG: Now, you’ve mentioned a lot of [. . .] Hispanic sounding names. I wanted to hear a
little from you about the relationship between the communities. How do you see that and
do you see the migration narrative as having any part in this?
RLH: Well, you know, [. . .] this community is largely [. . .] Latino [. . .] now. [. . .] I
think because of [. . .] circumstances and the media [. . .] the community is still pitted
against each other—African American and Latino—against each other. However, we’re
neutral territory here. I welcome all of our young people whatever their culture is. I don’t
care if you’re green or yellow or purple. You’re welcome here at this center for arts
education. That’s our focus—art education. We want to make sure that our young people
have alternatives. If they have alternatives, they won’t be in these gangs. We have to
catch them early. [. . .] Preferably, let them come here to do [. . .] art activities, to express
themselves, to get out their frustrations, to feel good about themselves, after they’ve
actually produced a wonderful piece of art and see it on the wall in the exhibition space.
So, yes, there are issues in the community [. . .]—racial divide—but when they come into
this center there is no racial divide, there’re only young people.
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LDG: And when you have the Watts festivals, though, it seems predominately [. . .]
African American.
RLH: Well [. . .] It’s not predominately African American. If you come on the Day of the
Drum, you can see how versatile it really is. We start in the morning with a ground
blessing, Native American Cuauhtémoc Mexican dance, we do Asian drumming, we did
Afro-Cuban drumming, we did a Persian drumming, we did [. . .] African drumming, and
African American drumming. So just in that day you’ve got several different cultures.
Now on the Day of the Jazz—I mean jazz is indigenous to who? Jazz is indigenous to [. .
.] Black people. So of course Black people are playing jazz. However, if you looked on
the stage, you also saw other cultures involved in presenting those [. . .] different slots of
jazz activity.
LDG: I wanted to specifically ask you about the Italian [. . .] element at the Watts
Towers. How do you feel about that and [. . .] is it welcome? [. . .] Does it have a place?
[. . .]
RLH: Well, of course it has a place. It has a primary place. Simon was Italian, so the
Italian people always have a place in this Center. And, in fact, we just [. . .] today got in
Francesco Perilli’s work that we will be exhibiting beginning [. . .] October 26th and it’s
a major exhibition that’s gonna be here through January. So we welcome participation
and partnerships with the Italian [. . .] community.
LDG: And how do you see that helping Watts or can it?
RLH: [. . .] I think, again, because we are acknowledging what came before us, [. . .]
where it all started, the beginning of it all through Simon. So, it’s just automatic for me.
And it also helps our young people understand and see other cultures and see us
interacting with other cultures, which means it’s okay to interact with other communities
and do things together with other communities. Because the world is not just made up of
Latino people and African American people; it’s made up of many different cultures. So
we need to prepare our community and our young people for going out into the world to
be comfortable involved with other people and their cultures.
LDG: Now you’ll be going out into the world and you’re gonna be coming with us to
Genova [laughs].
RLH: I am looking so forward to it.
LDG: [. . .] What do you think you’re going to say?
RLH: Well, I was just so honored to be asked to be a part of it. And what I will be talking
about—and I think a few people are afraid [laughs] of what I’m gonna say—I can’t
imagine why. [. . .] I’m gonna be talking about the Watts Towers Arts Center. I’m
working on a timeline that [. . .] picks up the Watts Towers Arts Center from its inception
[. . .] to now, [. . .] the contribution it’s made to the community, what was going on in the
world at specific times here at the Center. […]. It’s fertile ground. [. . .] I made a film
called Fertile Ground: Stories from the Watts Towers Arts Center that [. . .] is basically
the history of [. . .] the Watts Towers Arts Center. Now, I’m guarded about saying the
“history of the Watts Towers Arts Center” because there are so many other masters and
mentors that were left out of the film because [. . .] I[’d] need a five part series to include
everybody. [. . .]
LDG: [. . .] One of the reasons I accepted to help organize this conference [was] that I
thought, and I don’t know if misguided or not, but that international attention would
actually help the Watts Towers. Do you see it that way?
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RLH: Absolutely. [. . .] You know sometimes [. . .] visitors appreciate what you have
more than you do. I think it’s gonna [. . .] hopefully [. . .] encourage more questions or
enthusiasm around the Watts Towers Arts Center and Watts as a community [. . .] so that
[. . .] we can get our right due here in the United States. You know everybody knows
about Disneyland, everyone knows about Universal, but this phenomenal architectural
structure here in Watts, not a lot of people know about domestically. You know, I have
people two or three blocks away who know nothing about the Watts Towers and haven’t
ever even been here. There are people all over the city who’ve never even been here. So,
we’re hoping that [. . .] because of the international focus on us that we will be able to
encourage more viewership and attendance here in the United States.
LDG: So it’s a little leverage for local action.
RLH: It’s leverage for local action and also it gives [. . .] that community a different
perspective of us. You know, they know about Simon and all of that, but they don’t know
what else is going on here. So, it will give them a new perspective of the work that we’re
doing here and the phenomenally rich community this is, in spite of what the media says
about us.
LDG: And there’s a lot of [. . .] development projects also in the works. […]RLH: [. . .].
There’s a lot going on. All of a sudden Watts is hot again. [. . .] People need to be here
again, be associated with it. Even though they talk about how negative Watts is,
everybody still wants a piece of it. We have development still going on, on this campus.
[. . .] The Charles Mingus Youth Arts Center that we’re sitting in now is a work in
progress. There’s still lots of development going on around that. We have the building,
but we don’t have the innards yet [laughs] to support all of the activities that we want
coming out of here. [. . .] It took [. . .] time for Simon to build the Towers, it took time for
the Watts Towers Arts Center to be as wonderful and well-known and fabulous as it is. [.
. .] The Watts Towers Arts Center is a fifty year-old institution. So, it’s gonna take some
time for The Charles Mingus Youth Arts Center to [. . .] move up to that level; even
though [. . .] it is piggy-backing on the Watts Arts Center. [. . .] But we’re up for it.
LDG: When you say that people come and take but don’t leave anything or don’t give
back, what would you like to happen? How would you like help?
RLH: Well, we’d like a little more [. . .] financial help on the one side, you know. When
you come to make your film, you know, leave a donation, so that we can have more art
classes for our young people. Don’t just come and take our image and go off and make
your money and not [. . .] put a little back into the institution here for development. [. . .]
Filmmakers always, every day almost, are coming to make their commercials, or put us
in their series or their movies. But, leave a little something here for us [. . .] in the form of
dollars. Send your footage back to us, so we can have that as documentation of [. . .] your
experience here. [. . .] We don’t let everybody film here because we only want to show
our building in a positive image. So my first question when people want to film is: “What
is your project about?” We’re not gonna be in any films that have violence in them or
gang activity in them. [. . .] In fact, one group came out clandestinely and got our image
and put it in a beer commercial. We’re not interested in being in a beer commercial.
We’re more than that. Go over to Beverly Hills and put Beverly Hills in a beer
commercial or the Getty in a beer commercial or LACMA [L.A. County Museum of Art]
or MOCA. [. . .] That is not synonymous with who we are.
LDG: But can you monitor how people [. . .] use the Towers?
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RLH: Nope, not really. To some extent we can, but, you know, it’s a public entity. So [. .
.], we try to sometimes, but [. . .] for the most part we can’t manage it all.
LDG: And can you request that [. . .] at least the commercially-viable products do make a
contribution? Have you been successful?
RLH: We’ve been successful to some extent. You know, they will make a contribution to
our Friends of the Watts Towers Arts Center, to help out with some things—some
programming activity or underwrite some of our classes. [. . .]
LDG: What are some of the best products that have been turned out about the Watts
Towers in your opinion [. . .] films or books or [. . .]?
RLH: I’m not sure if I know of any that are a good one, because we really don’t see
[them]. Once they take the footage and shoot . . .
LDG: It’s gone.
RLH: [. . .] That’s what I mean, we never see it again. However, I just happened to be
looking at television and saw that beer commercial with our image in it. [. . .] Now, Ed
Landler has made a film on the Watts Towers that is very wonderful and is also very
supportive of the work that we’re doing here. So, outside of Ed and myself [. . .], I just
don’t know about them.
LDG: So should you be starting an archive here? A multimedia archive? [. . .]
RLH: We have an archive. As I said I’m a filmmaker. I’ve made about eighteen films on
culture in southern California and [. . .] I think about four or five of those films are on this
campus and activities of this campus. I filmed the Day of the Drum Festival [. . .] back
when it was [. . .] twelve years old. It’s called A Dozen Drums [. . .] and now we’re at the
twenty-seventh Day of the Drum. And I also filmed (I think it was 2002 or 2003) the
drum festival and jazz festival again. And then I’ve done Fertile Ground, and I’ve also
done [. . .] Spirits of the Ancestors [. . .]. We did a ground-breaking for The Charles
Mingus Youth Arts Center, and I commissioned thirteen artists to use a shovel as their
canvas. So, I filmed each of those artists with their shovel. Basically, the concept was to
[. . .] have it be an art lease program where we can actually [. . .] lease [. . .] those shovels
to different companies who were interested in giving funds here for program activities,
and just for a limited amount of time (but they would always come back here). [. . .] So,
I’m big on documentation. My background from the Smithsonian—
LDG: I was gonna ask. Tell me, […] how did you get here?
RLH: […] Well, I started out in Besseme, Alabama—that’s where I was born. [. . .] And
then (I think) we moved to Florida. [. . .] I was basically going to school there and
working with “Head Start” and “Follow Through.” I was [. . .] a teacher aide in the Head
Start program in Miami, and got promoted up to the school board to coordinate [. . .]
career development for the teachers of the young people in Head Start and Follow
Through. And was going to university, Miami Dade Junior College, and then to
University of Miami and chairing some committees there, so the [. . .] company
Educational Projects Inc., who was funding the education programs for the staff, asked
me if they could relocate me and bring me to D.C. And then I had the supervision of the
HEW [Department of Health, Education, and Welfare] region IV, which are the eight
southeastern states. So I funded colleges and universities to set up educational programs
for the staff of Head Start and Follow Through. Now mind you, I’m still trying to get my
AA degree [laughs] throughout all of this and being swooped up [. . .] to negotiate with
professors at universities and all of that, you know, was quite trying. But I’m a fast
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learner so I had my learning gear on at the time. And then from Educational Projects I
went to University Research Corporation that basically did the same thing that
Educational Projects did. And at the same time [. . .] I was becoming an actor. That’s
when I started acting in the Seventies and [. . .] was with the D.C. Black Repertory
Theater Company. I was the coordinator of training and a member of the resident
company for about five years there. And then I went over to the Smithsonian Institution [.
. .] where I was for about four or five years and I produced the African Diaspora portion
of the Festival of American Folk Life, which gave me a lot of international travel. I took
the official invitation from our national museum, The Smithsonian, to various ministries
of culture in the Caribbean and Africa and in South America. So, I got to do a little
diplomatic work and learn the diplomatic end of things, traveling on an official passport
through the State Department, and with that government invitation (and Kissinger’s
signature). And [. . .] still becoming an actor, and [. . .] singer with—
LDG: Sweet Honey, yes.
RLH: [. . .] Sweet Honey in the Rock actually, evolved out of our vocal workshop in the
D.C. Black Repertory Theater Company because when we were becoming actors in those
days, we had to sing, dance, act, [. . .] so we were very well-rounded. And [. . .] I left
D.C. and came out to L.A., because my family is in the entertainment industry [. . .], and
[. . .] eventually came to the Cultural Affairs Department. [I] was director of festivals and
gallery theater and eventually came to Watts, was assigned here in 1993, as interim
director (there was a transition going on), and [. . .] was at Barnsdall Art Park in the
Hollyhock House and director of the gallery theater there. Eventually, [I] was asked to
come to Watts full-time to be director of the Watts Towers Arts Center (and now the
Charles Mingus Youth Arts Center). So, it’s been a long road. [. . .] Actually, when I
came out here, that’s when I became a filmmaker. I went back to NYU and studied
filmmaking and came back here. So that’s how I got to be a filmmaker.
LDG: Where do you think your talents were best used in your career?
RLH: [. . .] You know, if I had my druthers, I’d just be the last movie star, but I don’t
work enough as an actor. I’m too fat, I’m too . . .
LDG: Oh [laughs]
RLH: Skinny, I’m too light, I’m too dark. [. . .] I have a couple commercials running
right now—a McDonald’s commercial and I do episodic and movies whenever I can.
But, [. . .] I think [. . .] I’m gifted in that, when I’m not doing one [thing], I can do the
other and I love them all because they’re all artistically [. . .] focused. So [. . .] I don’t
know if I can choose. [. . .] I think I’m just [. . .] fabulous in all of those areas. [laughs]
LDG: Modestly speaking. . . [laughs]. Do you identify with Ma Mobley and Miss Moore
at all?
RLH: Absolutely, absolutely.
LDG: Tell me about that. I was so impressed by them.
RLH: Miss Mobley5 is [. . .] the rock of Gibraltar—and so is Miss Moore. They are so
committed to our community. They come from another era. As you can see, they are old
[. . .], in their eighties now, in wheelchairs [. . .] but they still come here to make sure that
this institution survives. And, [. . .] I think I have that stick-to-it-tiveness in the
commitment to the community [. . .] that they have. And it’s time for them to pass the
baton, and there needs to be somebody to pick it up and continue to go. I identify with
them so much because they’re consistently fighting [. . .] for the community, for the
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young people, and for our fair share. [. . .] When we do need something, we don’t even
have to ask, they know what it is, because they’re here all the time.
LDG: I see them as matriarchs of the community.
RLH: Absolutely.
LDG: Do you see yourself that way?
RLH: Yes, I do. You know, I gotta go on and admit it. Yes I do. [. . .] And I think it’s
heritage. You know, I came from a large family. [. . .] There were twenty-three children
in my family, one mother and one father.
LDG: Your nuclear family?
RLH: In my family, in my family. And ever since I was a little girl [. . .] I’ve kind of had
community responsibilities. [. . .] I used to be very enterprising. When I was nine years
old I used to dust on the weekend for my teachers. And [. . .] you know as I grew up, the
older people in the community would come to me. You know, I had their checkbooks and
I would write out their bills and do those kinds of things for them. I also got to take care
of the baddest dogs in the community. I have no idea how I got stuck with that job.
LDG: Are you saying real dogs?
RLH: Real dogs.
LDG: Or metaphorically? [laughs]
RLH: No, real dogs. I was the one who had to go and feed Black Boy and all those other
dogs that nobody would come near. I can’t imagine why I was a dog whisperer at that
time [laughs]. But I had a relationship with animals. [. . .] Right after high school, I
couldn’t afford to go to college, so I worked in a [. . .] grocery store and I became
manager of the grocery store—and that’s in Homestead, Florida. And there were a lot of
migrant workers in Homestead, Florida and [. . .] for some reason, they would always
gravitate toward me, to pick up the slack when the kids needed pictures in school, or
when they needed money for lunch, or when, in fact, they needed money for [. . .] their
own groceries, because it was a very trying community. And I always seemed to be there.
[. . .] It’s just a part of me [. . .].
You know, community work is basically slave work. I mean, we get it from
everybody. But, you know, I’m very comfortable taking care of my community. [. . .] I
have the Community Service Award from the Festival of Philippine Arts and Cultures,
from [. . .] the Charles Drew School of Medicine, from the Black Hollywood Educational
and Resource Center, and a couple of other places. [. . .] My young people who come
around here now—Markham, [. . .] and Gompers, and Grape Street—they come through
here after school for a snack because they know Miss Hooks has a snack for them. It’s
important that our young people know they have somewhere to go. [. . .] I do that because
it brings them into the Center. [. . .] Also, our young people don’t look at us anymore.
They don’t talk to us, [. . .] but my kids come in, they have to say, “Hello Miss Hooks,
how’re you doing?” So I can say, “How you doing? How was school today?” One of my
little guys, I said, “How was school today?” “I got an A today on my paper Miss Hooks!”
[. . .] I generate conversation with them so they’re feeling more comfortable with adults,
[. . .] and are apt to want to take some of these wonderful classes that we have in the
Center. [. . .] And a lot of the homeless people around here also come in to [. . .] get
support in many different kinds of ways. I [. . .] help them fill out their paperwork, or
read something and help them understand it, or [. . .] just subsidize a little something
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every now and then. [. . .] Maybe it’s because I’m born on December 25th, I’m always
just—[arms out wide].
LDG: You’re a Christmas baby?
RLH: Yes. [. . .] I’m kind of just suffering and nailed to the cross a lot [laughs].
LDG: Do you have a strong spiritual [. . .] component to you?
RLH: Yes. [. . .] My acupuncturist is [. . .] Korean and he asked me one day: “How long
have you known Jesus Christ?” And [. . .] I said, “Well, all my life,” because I grew up
knowing that there was a spiritual being and that spiritual being was taking care of me, no
matter what. Even when I was a little girl, I saw the [Ku Klux Klan] march by my house
and burn crosses. So, I come from a [. . .] special kind of place, [. . .] all my life. I said,
“Well how long have you known Jesus Christ?” He said, “Five years.” [laughs]
[. . .] So, it’s second nature for me. [. . .] I don’t know how I could do what I do or
be where I am without that spiritual [. . .] belief and knowing that somebody’s gonna
catch me if I fall. [. . .] If my way gets cloudy (and it gets cloudy a lot); if the hurdles
seem a little too high to cross, I always resort to [. . .] my spiritual upbringing and know
that [. . .] those arms are around me all the time. So, I fear nothing in that sense.
LDG: So, it sounds like this is really a labor of love, where it’s not just a job.
RLH: It is a labor of love. [. . .] I have to be here. Again, Kenzi [Shiokava]6 said to me
one day [. . .] I was very, very [. . .] tired, stressed, and emotionally [. . .] really drained,
and he came and [. . .] said, “That’s okay, just keep going on.” I said, “But I’m tired.” He
said, “That’s all right. You were put here at this space and time for a special reason and
you need to be here to do the work that you’re doing. So just get up off the ground and
continue to move forward because there is a change in this energy, in the world, on a
universal level [. . .] and you know that.” And I did know that. Every now and then I’ll
get that spiritual rejuvenation from Kenzi or Faustino Caigoy just came by the other day.
And Faustino is Filipino (I produced the first three Festival of Philippine Arts and
Culture) and I have relationships in different cultural communities in L.A., and it’s not
about color or culture. It’s about human beings. [. . .]
LDG: We need a lot more of that, Rosie [laughs].
RLH: Yeah, we do. We need a whole, whole lot more of that.
LDG: And I think there’s a lot of fear. I think [. . .] people don’t know how to do it and
they’re afraid and they don’t have information. [. . .]
RLH: I think people are running so scared now with the economy. I think we’ve been put
in a position in this country [. . .] You know, I can hardly say it. I’m just so embarrassed
[. . .] to have a president like we have right now [George W. Bush], who has put us in this
position and has the audacity to get on television and ask for support. [. . .] I can’t
imagine what the world thinks—we must be going crazy over here. And now we have an
opportunity for change and they go and drag out Miss America [Sarah Pallin], brush her
off and would rather put her in office than a Black man [Barack Obama].
LDG: We need to think positively, [. . .] to think it’s gonna happen.
RLH: We need to think positively. We need to get out and do our work and vote [. . .]
because we need a change in this country. [. . .] They keep [. . .] denying there’s a
recession going on. But, I’m looking at families around me and women and children who
are homeless. [. . .] I’m very disappointed on that level. However, it is giving us an
opportunity to do something, to do something different as a United States of America.
We’re supposed to be leaders in this world and I hope that we can just stand up and be
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those true leaders and show the world that we are [. . .] what we say we are, when we go
to other countries and try to demand it of them. I hope that we can say and prove that we
really are about a people and people’s rights and honoring all people and not being so
racist and stuck in that ditch.
LDG: Let’s just hope [. . .] that does happen, [. . .] [that] we haven’t lost our way
completely.
RLH: No, we haven’t lost our way completely [. . .] but it’s a challenge. I’m not sure if
white people are emotionally ready to go in that booth and vote for a black man.7
Hopefully they are. [. . .] I don’t think some are ready to do that, but I think there are a lot
that are. [. . .] A lot more young people are getting involved in voting this year. So,
hopefully, we can stand up and present [. . .] the kind of image that is positive to the
world.
Appendix C.4, Interview with Rosie Lee Hooks
1

See Del Giudice, this volume, n. 55.

2

The 2011 Conference, Sabato Rodia's Towers in Watts: Art, Migrations, Development, featured a
Conservation Panel with representatives from LACMA and the J.P. Getty Museum (see Appendix D:
Conference program) at which time conservation efforts were discussed. At that time the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art made a commitment to oversee conservation of the Watts Towers.
3

February 12, 1879.

4

Italian subtitles were added during the summer of 2011, in time for the “Watts Towers in Italy” series of
presentations from June to July 2011, made possible through financial assistance of the Department of
Cultural Affairs and Italians in Film (Silvia Bizio).
5
Miss Mobley has since passed away.
6
7

See “Artists in Conversation,” this volume.

Of course, Barack Obama was indeed elected 44th President of the United States on November 4, 2008, a
month after this interview took place.
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ART and
MIGRA
TION

SABATO (SIMON) RODIA AND
THE WATTS TOWERS OF LOS ANGELES

Conferenza internazionale - Università di Genova,
2/4 Aprile 2009
Facoltà di Scienze della formazione, Corso Andrea Podestà, 2
Réseau euro-méditerranéen des centres de recherche en sciences humaines sur la Méditerranée*

University of California, Los Angeles - Department of Italian
Università di Genova, Facoltà di Scienze della formazione Dipartimento di Scienze antropologiche

L

Con la collaborazione dell’Istituto di cultura italiana di Los Angeles

Sabato (detto Simon o Sam) Rodia (1879-1965) era un immigrato italiano negli Usa, dove lavorò come minatore, operaio, muratore e
piastrellista. Tra il 1921 e il 1954, in assoluta solitudine, edificò a Los
Angeles, nella zona di Watts, le Watts Towers, un fantastico complesso di strutture in acciaio e cemento, due delle quali raggiungono i 30
metri circa di altezza. Oggi le torri sono unanimemente considerate
un capolavoro dell’arte e architettura del Novecento e uno dei monumenti più significativi della metropoli americana. La loro storia si
intreccia a quella di una delle comunità urbane più popolose di los
Angeles, al punto di rappresentarne le istanze di rinascita sociale e
culturale.
Il convegno, organizzato congiuntamente dall’Università di
California (Los Angeles) e dall’università di Genova intende mettere
a fuoco i molteplici significati connessi alla straordinaria vicenda
delle torri: il contributo dei migranti e degli artisti indipendenti all’arte del Novecento, gli aspetti misconosciuti dell’emigrazione italiana,
il rapporto tra tradizioni locali e cultura globale, le inaspettate relazioni tra il lavoro migrante e il conflitto sociale e urbano nelle metropoli americane.
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  Between	
  Continents:	
  In	
  Search	
  of	
  Common	
  Ground	
  
Luisa	
  Del	
  Giudice,	
  Independent	
  Scholar,	
  Los	
  Angeles,	
  CA,	
  USA	
  	
  
	
  	
  
Art	
  Without	
  Knowledge,	
  Knowledge	
  Without	
  Art	
  
Thomas	
  Harrison,	
  Dept.	
  of	
  Italian,	
  UCLA,	
  Los	
  Angeles,	
  CA,	
  USA	
  
	
  
	
  
11:30	
  a.m.–3:00	
  p.m.	
  The	
  Community	
  of	
  Watts	
  and	
  Its	
  Monument:	
  
Socioeconomic	
  and	
  Political	
  Realities	
  
	
  	
  
Film:	
  Fertile	
  Ground,	
  (2007),	
  60	
  minutes;	
  The	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  Art	
  Center:	
  The	
  Heart	
  of	
  
Watts	
  
Rosie	
  Lee	
  Hooks,	
  Director,	
  The	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  Art	
  Center,	
  Watts,	
  CA,	
  USA	
  
	
  	
  
	
  2:00–3:00	
  p.m.	
  A	
  Custody	
  Case:	
  Ownership	
  of	
  Rodia’s	
  Towers	
  	
  
Jeffrey	
  Herr,	
  Curator,	
  Hollyhock	
  House,	
  Department	
  of	
  Cultural	
  Affairs,	
  Los	
  
Angeles,	
  
	
  
CA,	
  USA	
  	
  
	
  	
  
The	
  Watts	
  Towers:	
  Simon	
  Rodia	
  Fights	
  Back	
  
Shirmel	
  Hayden,	
  Watts	
  Labor	
  Community	
  Action	
  Committee,	
  Watts,	
  CA,	
  USA	
  	
  
	
  	
  
	
  	
  

3:30–6:00	
  p.m.	
  Art	
  Environments,	
  Vernacular	
  Traditions,	
  and	
  Their	
  
Imaginaries	
  
	
  	
  
Out	
  of	
  Frame:	
  Sam	
  Rodia	
  and	
  Outsider	
  Art	
  
Serena	
  Giordano	
  and	
  Alessandro	
  Dal	
  Lago,	
  Università	
  di	
  Genova,	
  Italy	
  
	
  	
  
Sam	
  Rodia	
  and	
  Fantastic	
  Architecture	
  
Guglielmo	
  Bilancioni,	
  Università	
  di	
  Genova,	
  Italy	
  	
  
	
  
	
  Art	
  Environments:	
  Vernacular	
  Voices,	
  Personal	
  Views	
  
Jo	
  Farb	
  Hernández,	
  Director,	
  SPACES	
  (Saving	
  and	
  Preserving	
  Arts	
  and	
  
Cultural	
  Environments),	
  Los	
  Angeles;	
  Director,	
  Natalie	
  and	
  James	
  Thompson	
  
Art	
  
Gallery,	
  School	
  of	
  Art	
  and	
  Design,	
  San	
  Jose	
  State	
  University,	
  San	
  Jose,	
  CA,	
  USA	
  
	
  
Local	
  Monument	
  to	
  a	
  Global	
  Imaginary:	
  Rodia’s	
  Watts	
  Towers,	
  Marco	
  Polo,	
  and	
  Italo	
  
Calvino	
  
Paul	
  A.	
  Harris,	
  Department	
  of	
  English,	
  Loyola	
  Marymount	
  University,	
  Los	
  
Angeles,	
  CA,	
  
USA	
  	
  
	
  	
  
	
  April	
  4,	
  9:00–11:00	
  a.m.	
  Italian	
  Migrations:	
  Literary,	
  Artistic,	
  and	
  Visual	
  
Legacies	
  
	
  	
  
Italians	
  in	
  Los	
  Angeles	
  at	
  the	
  Time	
  of	
  Sabato	
  Rodia	
  
Gloria	
  Ricci	
  Lothrop,	
  Whitsett	
  Chair	
  in	
  California	
  History	
  (Emerita),	
  
California	
  State	
  University,	
  Northridge,	
  CA,	
  USA	
  	
  
	
  
California	
  and	
  the	
  Italian	
  Immigrant	
  Experience:	
  The	
  Artistic	
  and	
  Literary	
  Contexts	
  of	
  
Simon	
  Rodias	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  
Kenneth	
  Scambray,	
  Department	
  of	
  English,	
  University	
  of	
  La	
  Verne,	
  CA,	
  USA	
  	
  
	
  	
  
Why	
  a	
  Man	
  Make	
  the	
  Shoes?:	
  Southern	
  Italian	
  Material	
  Culture,	
  Folk	
  Aesthetics,	
  and	
  
the	
  Philosophy	
  of	
  Work	
  Done	
  Well	
  in	
  Rodia’s	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  
Joseph	
  Sciorra,	
  John	
  D.	
  Calandra	
  Italian	
  American	
  Institute,	
  Queens	
  College,	
  
New	
  York,	
  USA	
  
	
  
Parallel	
  Expression:	
  Revealing	
  the	
  Artistic	
  Contributions	
  of	
  Italian	
  Immigrants	
  in	
  
South	
  America	
  During	
  the	
  Era	
  of	
  Simon	
  Rodia	
  	
  
George	
  Epolito,	
  Senior	
  Lecturer,	
  Manchester	
  School	
  of	
  Architecture,	
  Faculty	
  
of	
  Art	
  and	
  Design,	
  Manchester,	
  UK	
  	
  
	
  	
  
	
  	
  
1:00–3:00	
  p.m.	
  Reproducing	
  Nola	
  
	
  	
  
La	
  Festa	
  dei	
  Gigli	
  di	
  Nola	
  e	
  la	
  sua	
  fortuna	
  nel	
  XX	
  secolo	
  

Felice	
  Ceparano,	
  Director,	
  Museo	
  etnomusicale	
  I	
  Gigli	
  di	
  Nola,	
  Nola,	
  Italy	
  	
  
	
  	
  
La	
  Festa	
  Migrante:	
  Da	
  Nola	
  a	
  Williamsburg.	
  La	
  tradizione	
  del	
  giglio:	
  Da	
  cultura	
  
materiale	
  a	
  patrimonio	
  immateriale	
  
Katia	
  Ballacchino,	
  C.	
  Phil.,	
  Università	
  degli	
  Studi	
  La	
  Sapienza,	
  Rome,	
  Italy	
  	
  
	
  	
  
	
  	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  

WATTS	
  TOWERS	
  COMMON	
  GROUND	
  
ART,	
  MIGRATIONS,	
  DEVELOPMENT	
  

	
  
OCTOBER	
  22–24,	
  2010	
  
UCLA	
  &	
  WATTS	
  
	
  
C	
  O	
  N	
  F	
  E	
  R	
  E	
  N	
  C	
  E	
  	
  	
  	
  P	
  R	
  O	
  G	
  R	
  A	
  M	
  	
  
	
  
FRIDAY,	
  OCTOBER	
  22,	
  2010	
  

Sequoia	
  Room,	
  Faculty	
  Center,	
  UCLA	
  
	
  	
  
2:00	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  WELCOME	
  &	
  INTRODUCTIONS	
  
	
  	
  
Thomas	
  Harrison,	
  Department	
  of	
  Italian,	
  UCLA	
  	
  •	
  	
  Olga	
  Garay,	
  Director,	
  Los	
  
Angeles	
  Department	
  of	
  Cultural	
  Affairs	
  	
  •	
  	
  Keith	
  Parker,	
  Associate	
  Vice	
  Chancellor	
  
of	
  Government	
  and	
  Community	
  Relations,	
  UCLA	
  
	
  
The	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  	
  •	
  	
  Film	
  by	
  Michael	
  McNamara,	
  2005	
  
	
  
Luisa	
  Del	
  Giudice,	
  Los	
  Angeles	
  	
  •	
  	
  The	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  Common	
  Ground	
  Initiative	
  	
  
	
  
	
  
3:15	
  	
  	
  	
  THE	
  WATTS	
  TOWERS	
  AND	
  ART	
  MOVEMENTS:	
  	
  LOCAL	
  &	
  GLOBAL	
  I	
  	
  •	
  	
  Chaired	
  by	
  Paul	
  
Vangelisti,	
  Otis	
  College	
  of	
  Art	
  &	
  Design	
  
	
  	
  
Jo	
  Farb	
  Hernandez,	
  S.P.A.C.E.S.	
  &	
  San	
  Jose	
  State	
  Univ.	
  •	
  	
  Local	
  Art,	
  Global	
  Issues:	
  
Tales	
  of	
  	
  Survival	
  and	
  Demise	
  Among	
  Contemporary	
  Art	
  Environments	
  	
  
	
  
Guglielmo	
  Bilancioni,	
  Univ.	
  of	
  Genova	
  	
  •	
  	
  Everybody	
  Knows	
  This	
  Is	
  Nowhere:	
  Simon	
  
Rodia	
  and	
  Fantastic	
  Architecture	
  	
  
	
  

Amit	
  Wolf,	
  UCLA	
  	
  •	
  	
  The	
  Open	
  Macrostructure:	
  Umberto	
  Eco’s	
  Semiology	
  of	
  
Architecture	
  and	
  The	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  
	
  
	
  
5:00	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  THE	
  COMMITTEE	
  FOR	
  SIMON	
  RODIA’S	
  TOWERS	
  IN	
  WATTS	
  (CSRTW):	
  	
  
RARE	
  REFLECTIONS	
  BY	
  EARLY	
  MEMBERS	
  	
  •	
  	
  Chaired	
  by	
  Paul	
  A.	
  Harris,	
  Loyola	
  
Marymount	
  University	
  
	
  
William	
  Cartwright,	
  Co-‐Founder	
  CSRTW	
  •	
  	
  In	
  conversation	
  with	
  Edward	
  Landler	
  
Bud	
  Goldstone	
  •	
  	
  Film,	
  introduction	
  by	
  Seth	
  Strongin,	
  The	
  City	
  Project	
  
Jeanne	
  Morgan	
  •	
  	
  Film,	
  introduction	
  by	
  Edward	
  Landler,	
  Filmmaker	
  

	
  
	
  
6:30	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Timothy	
  Watkins,	
  Watts	
  Labor	
  Community	
  Action	
  Committee,	
  Los	
  
Angeles	
  	
  •	
  	
  “Don’t	
  Move,	
  Improve!”	
  Watts	
  Labor	
  Community	
  Action	
  Committee,	
  Past	
  
and	
  Present	
  (Introduction	
  by	
  Darnell	
  M.	
  Hunt)	
  
	
  
7:00	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Opening	
  Reception,	
  with	
  Poet,	
  Otis	
  O’Solomon,	
  Watts	
  Prophet	
  
	
  
	
  	
  	
  
SATURDAY,	
  OCTOBER	
  23,	
  2010	
  
121	
  Dodd	
  Hall,	
  UCLA	
  
	
  	
  
9:00	
  	
  	
  THE	
  WATTS	
  TOWERS	
  AND	
  ART	
  MOVEMENTS:	
  	
  LOCAL	
  &	
  GLOBAL	
  II	
  	
  	
  •	
  	
  Chaired	
  by	
  
Thomas	
  Harrison,	
  UCLA	
  
	
  
Susan	
  D.	
  Anderson,	
  UCLA	
  	
  •	
  	
  Preserving	
  the	
  History	
  of	
  Watts	
  as	
  a	
  Progenitor	
  of	
  the	
  
Avant-‐Garde	
  
	
  	
  
Paul	
  A.	
  Harris,	
  Loyola	
  Marymount	
  Univ.,	
  Los	
  Angeles	
  	
  •	
  	
  The	
  Poetic	
  Concrete	
  of	
  Sam	
  
Rodia's	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  and	
  the	
  Concrete	
  Poetry	
  of	
  Ronald	
  Johnson	
  
	
  	
  	
  
Richard	
  Cándida	
  Smith,	
  Univ.	
  of	
  California,	
  Berkeley	
  	
  •	
  	
  An	
  Era	
  of	
  Grand	
  Ambitions:	
  
Sam	
  Rodia	
  and	
  California	
  Modernism	
  
	
  
	
  
10:45	
  	
  	
  ARTISTS	
  IN	
  CONVERSATION	
  	
  •	
  	
  Chaired	
  by	
  Rosie	
  Lee	
  Hooks,	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  Arts	
  
Center	
  
	
  
John	
  Outterbridge	
  •	
  	
  Judson	
  Powell	
  •	
  Charles	
  Dickson	
  •	
  Augustine	
  
Aguirre	
  •	
  Bettye	
  Saar	
  
	
  
12:00	
  	
  	
  Lunch,	
  St.	
  Alban’s	
  Episcopal	
  Church,	
  580	
  Hilgard	
  Ave.,	
  LA	
  90024	
  	
  
	
  
1:15	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Visit	
  to	
  Powell	
  Library	
  Exhibition:	
  	
  Committee	
  for	
  Simon	
  Rodia’s	
  Towers	
  in	
  
Watts,	
  UCLA	
  Special	
  Collection	
  No.	
  1388,	
  with	
  Luisa	
  Del	
  Giudice	
  (optional)	
  
	
  
	
  	
  
2:00	
  	
  	
  CONSERVATION	
  OF	
  THE	
  TOWERS	
  	
  	
  •	
  	
  Chaired	
  by	
  Jo	
  Farb	
  Hernández,	
  S.P.A.C.E.S.	
  
	
  

Steve	
  Colton,	
  Art	
  Conservator,	
  Los	
  Angeles	
  	
  •	
  	
  Conservation	
  Work	
  at	
  the	
  Towers:	
  A	
  
Brief	
  Overview	
  of	
  Conditions,	
  Causes,	
  Treatment	
  Campaigns,	
  and	
  Results	
  Over	
  Five	
  
Decades	
  
	
  
Jeffrey	
  Herr,	
  Hollyhock	
  House/Simon	
  Rodia’s	
  Towers	
  in	
  Watts,	
  DCA	
  •	
  	
  Simon	
  
Rodia’s	
  Towers:	
  A	
  Status	
  Report	
  

	
  
Mark	
  Gilberg	
  and	
  Frank	
  D.	
  Preusser,	
  Conservation	
  Center,	
  LACMA	
  •	
  	
  The	
  Watts	
  
Towers—Preservation	
  Impossible?	
  
	
  	
  
	
  
3:45	
  	
  	
  Migrations	
  	
  •	
  	
  Chaired	
  by	
  Dominic	
  Thomas,	
  UCLA	
  
	
  	
  
Kenneth	
  Scambray,	
  Univ.	
  of	
  La	
  Verne	
  	
  •	
  	
  California	
  and	
  the	
  Italian	
  Immigrant	
  
Experience:	
  The	
  Artistic	
  and	
  Literary	
  Contexts	
  of	
  Simon	
  Rodia’s	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  	
  
	
  	
  
Linden	
  Beckford	
  Jr.,	
  Los	
  Angeles	
  	
  •	
  	
  The	
  Black	
  Southern	
  Migration	
  in	
  Watts:	
  Post-‐
WWII	
  Facelift	
  	
  
	
  	
  
Katia	
  Ballacchino,	
  Univ.	
  of	
  Rome	
  Sapienza	
  •	
  	
  Towers	
  of	
  Memory:	
  	
  Images	
  and	
  Visual	
  
Community	
  Symbols	
  Between	
  Italy	
  and	
  the	
  United	
  States	
  	
  
	
  
	
  
Istituto	
  Italiano	
  di	
  Cultura	
  
1023	
  Hilgard	
  Ave.,	
  Los	
  Angeles,	
  90024	
  (Westwood)	
  
(“Settimana	
  della	
  Lingua	
  Italiana”)	
  
	
  	
  
6:00	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  I	
  Build	
  the	
  Tower	
  •	
  Film	
  by	
  Edward	
  Landler	
  and	
  Brad	
  
Byer	
  	
  •	
  Exhibition:	
  	
  Sabato	
  Rodia’s	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  
	
  	
  
7:30	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Reception	
  	
  
	
  
	
  	
  

SUNDAY,	
  OCTOBER	
  24,	
  2010	
  
DAY	
  IN	
  WATTS	
  

	
  
Watts	
  Towers	
  &	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  Arts	
  Center	
  (WTAC)	
  
1727	
  East	
  107th	
  St.,	
  LA	
  90002	
  
&	
  
Watts	
  Labor	
  Community	
  Action	
  Committee	
  (WLCAC)	
  
10950	
  South	
  Central	
  Ave.,	
  LA	
  90059	
  

	
  	
  
9:00	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  I	
  -‐	
  Guided	
  Tour	
  of	
  the	
  Watts	
  Towers,	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  Arts	
  Center,	
  Charles	
  
Mingus	
  Youth	
  Arts	
  Center	
  (including	
  Exhibition:	
  Migrating	
  Towers:	
  The	
  Gigli	
  of	
  Nola	
  
and	
  Beyond),	
  Simon	
  Rodia’s	
  Towers	
  in	
  Watts,	
  Conservation	
  Headquarters	
  •	
  II	
  -‐	
  
Guided	
  Tour	
  of	
  the	
  Watts	
  Labor	
  Community	
  Action	
  Committee	
  campus,	
  including	
  
Civil	
  Rights	
  Museum	
  
	
  
	
  
12:30	
  	
  	
  ART	
  ENVIRONMENTS	
  &	
  CULTURAL	
  CONTEXTS	
  	
  •	
  	
  Chaired	
  by	
  Luisa	
  Del	
  Giudice	
  

	
  
Joseph	
  Sciorra,	
  John	
  D.	
  Calandra	
  It.	
  Am.	
  Inst.,	
  Queens	
  College,	
  NY	
  	
  •	
  	
  “Why	
  a	
  Man	
  
Makes	
  the	
  Shoes?”:	
  	
  Italian-‐American	
  Art	
  and	
  Philosophy	
  in	
  Sabato	
  Rodia’s	
  Watts	
  
Towers	
  
	
  	
  
Laura	
  E.	
  Ruberto,	
  Berkeley	
  City	
  College	
  	
  •	
  	
  A	
  California	
  Detour	
  on	
  the	
  Road	
  to	
  Italy:	
  
The	
  Hubcap	
  Ranch,	
  the	
  Napa	
  Valley,	
  and	
  Italian	
  American	
  Identity	
  	
  
	
  	
  
Alessandro	
  Dal	
  Lago	
  and	
  Serena	
  Giordano,	
  University	
  of	
  Genova	
  	
  •	
  	
  Art	
  Without	
  
Nation	
  
	
  
Thomas	
  Harrison,	
  UCLA	
  •	
  	
  Sam	
  Rodia—Outsider	
  Artist?	
  
	
  
	
  
2:30	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  ART	
  &	
  DEVELOPMENT	
  •	
  Chaired	
  by	
  Edward	
  F.	
  Tuttle,	
  UCLA	
  
	
  
Gail	
  Brown,	
  “Where	
  I’m	
  Standing,”	
  Los	
  Angeles	
  	
  •	
  	
  From	
  Where	
  I’m	
  Standing	
  Photo-‐
Documentary	
  Workshops	
  at	
  Watts	
  Towers	
  Arts	
  Center:	
  Building	
  Community	
  Through	
  
Self-‐Awareness	
  and	
  Self-‐Expression	
  	
  
	
  	
  
Monica	
  Barra,	
  Rutgers	
  University	
  	
  •	
  	
  Teaching	
  the	
  Watts	
  Towers,	
  Learning	
  Los	
  
Angeles:	
  Public	
  Art,	
  Storytelling,	
  and	
  Urban	
  Pedagogy	
  
	
  	
  
Darnell	
  M.	
  Hunt	
  and	
  Ana	
  Christina	
  Ramon, UCLA	
  	
  •	
  	
  Watts	
  This	
  About	
  “Black	
  Los	
  
Angeles?”	
  An	
  Anthology	
  on	
  Space,	
  People,	
  Image,	
  and	
  Action	
  
	
  
Melissa	
  Hayes,	
  Chicago	
  History	
  Museum	
  •	
  Watts	
  California;	
  Branding	
  Communities	
  
for	
  Cultural	
  Tourism	
  	
  
	
  
	
  	
  
4:00	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  I	
  Build	
  the	
  Tower,	
  Film	
  by	
  Edward	
  Landler	
  and	
  Brad	
  Byer	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Figure 1. Consul Nicola Faganello, giving award to William Cartwright (son on right).

Figure 2. S. Pearl Sharp and Rosie Lee Hooks, during question and answer, after
screening of their film Fertile Ground.

Figure 3. Third-grader Justine (and mother), before her model of the Watts Towers, at the
Istituto Italiano di Cultura.

Figure 4. Dorothy Taylor, quiltmaker, Istituto Italiano di Cultura.

Figure 5. Mural, Saint Lawrence of Brindisi Church, Watts.

Figure 6. Saint Joseph’s Day Table (Altar), part of the “Practicing Hospitality and
Sustainability” program March 18–20, 2011.

Figure 7. Decorative breads for the altar.

Figure 8. Nuestro Pueblo in bread, made by Elena and Giulia Tuttle.

Figure 9. Charles Dickson miniature Towers on the altar.

Figure 10. Mary, Joseph, and Jesus (the “saints”), wayfarers “seeking hospitality,” knock
on doors of church.

Figure 11. Hospitality offered.

Figure 12. Chef Evan Kleiman, Consul Faganello, and volunteers preparing communal
meal in church kitchen.

Figure 13. Sitting down at the communal meal of pasta e fagioli (bean soup), bread,
oranges, and struffoli, under a tent, in the rain.

Figure 14. Janine Watkins (on left, and friends), director of WLCAC’s [Watts Labor
Community Action Committee] Mudtown Farm.

Figure 15. Thomas Harrison (Chair, UCLA Department of Italian); Consul Nicola
Faganello; Luisa Del Giudice; and Michela Magrì, Acting Director, Istituto Italiano di
Cultura.

Figure 16. Professor Alessandro Portelli, Luisa Del Giudice, Rosie Lee Hooks, Casa della
Memoria, Rome, Italy, June 2011.

Figure 17. Presenters, with members of the Association Pe’ Terre Assaje Luntane, Ischia,
Italy, July 2011.

Figure 18. Gigli of Nola festival, July 2011.

Figure 19. Rogelio Acevedo, Educational Programs, Watts Towers Arts Center, visiting
the Giglio dell’Ortolano (green grocers’ giglio) headquarters, Nola, July 2011.

Figure 20. In the Serino municipal council room with mayor, Rodia relatives, and Watts
Towers presenters.

Figure 21. Rodia relatives (including “Sabato Rodia,” second to left), with Katia
Ballacchino, organizer of Nola and Serino presentations, and Rosie Lee Hooks.

Figure 22. In the Sam Rodia family home courtyard, with musicians.

	
  

